CHAPTER 1
Bloodlines

Pointed bristles danced playfully on the endless cascades of evergreen trees
as a soft, cool breeze whispered its way silently through the dense forest. Caressing
them briefly, the wind quietly left them in perfect order as if nothing had ever
taken place. Free flowing and thoughtless, it rushed ahead, winding and entwining
around everything it touched while leaving behind an intangible part of itself.
Coming to a small clearing in the forest, the remaining gust encountered a
large wall of beautifully arranged tree trunks which were specifically designed to
protect the small oriental-style temple within. Though almost completely dissipated
by the impact with the strong wooden barrier, a stubborn particle of wind penetrated
the perimeter and quickly resumed its journey into the heart of the well-hidden
structure. A candle burned brightly near a small shrine within the temple. The last
particle unerringly found the flame and passed through it like a ghost in the night
causing it to flicker briefly before vanishing into a thin ascending trail of smoke.
Outside of the temple walls a dark silhouette sat perched in a tall tree. His
eyes seemed to glow as he fixed his cold, hard gaze on the inner perimeter of the
temple. Noticing movement to the left side of it, he slightly shifted his view to
find eight very alert guardsmen steadfastly standing their posts directly outside of
the temple’s thick wooden door. This door was the only known entrance to the
structure`s main chamber. Feeling their ‘ki’, he knew that the men outside were
very capable of defending it. Unmoved by this small display of security, the intruder
continued to sit, silently hidden by the shadows of the leaves.
Dark clouds slowly began creeping into the area, temporarily masking the
radiant glow of the full moon. The man closed his eyes momentarily while a surge
of adrenaline sent shivers down his spine. The time he had been waiting for for
so long had finally arrived. He was after something very valuable and this time
nothing was going to stand in his way of attaining it.
Opening his eyes, the man returned his gaze to the temple. The guards seemed
to be a little more restless than before. Inhaling slowly, the intruder mentally slowed
his heart rate down just enough to prevent the internal energy that he possessed from
alerting them to his presence. Taking one final glance at the temple, he nimbly leapt
out of the thirty-foot pine and landed virtually without a sound on the moist forest
floor. There was no hesitation. The instant his leading foot touched the ground he
broke into a full sprint that was as swift and as silent as death itself. The temple
guards never knew what hit them...
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In the heart of the temple, towards the very back wall, a warm and glowing
red light pulsated energetically while casting rhythmic shadows on its surroundings.
Directly in front of this mysterious light six elderly monks sat in a semicircle as if
they had been meticulously placed there in order to conceal the light from the rest
of the world. An eerie silence hung in the air as a chill wind began to creep into
the room. The five remaining candles in the room simultaneously began to flicker
and then faded as if blown out by some unseen force. However, the room wasn’t
dark. The soft red light still danced undisturbed in the background to its unheard
rhythm.
As if in response to the flame’s disappearance, one of the old gray-headed
monks slowly opened his eyes. Allowing them to focus, he carefully surveyed his
surroundings. The wind carelessly flowed through his beautifully colored darkpurple and white ceremonial robes before leaving them in peace. Directly in front
of him was a large spacious area which was normally used for ceremonial purposes.
Beyond this space was the entrance to the temple. To his left sat four of the other
elderly men. Glancing to the other elder stationed to his right, he could see that,
save for himself, everyone was still in an undisturbed state of meditation. There
was nothing unusual about that.
Looking down at his hands, which were folded with the fingers entwined
in a ritualistic meditative position and sitting motionlessly in his lap, for the first
time he realized how hard he had been breathing. His heart was racing in his chest.
With a simple thought, he mentally slowed his heart rate down to its usual pace. An
overwhelming feeling briefly engulfed him like a tidal wave sweeping over a small
vessel. Something was wrong.
“Sensei?” a concerned young voice called, beckoning him from his trance.
The old man looked up to see one of his younger disciples dressed in the traditional
red and gold trimmed robes kneeling beside him. “Master Keiichi, you’ve broken
from your meditation, what’s wrong?” The clearly concerned and slightly startled
young man inquired.
“I’m not sure,” the old man admitted, speaking in clear Japanese, which
was his native language. “I sense an immense power.” The wise old man continued
narrowing his dark green eyes as if attempting to see through the giant iron and
wood sculptured door that provided those who remained inside the temple walls
with a barrier to the outside world. “It’s getting closer,” he declared frankly.
“I’ll go sound the alarm,” the young tenant stated, rising hastily and heading
for an enormous golden cymbal that was stationed directly to his right on the far
side of the temple.
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Having been separated from their human brethren for countless centuries, the
Ryukage managed to remain a small yet peaceful clan. For over half a millennium
no outsider had ever set foot on this sacred ground. It was for this reason that
the golden cymbal had remained silent for well over six hundred years. However,
things were about to change.
Taking a quick glance back at his master, the tenant noticed that the old
man hadn’t moved to alert the others but instead sat staring at the wooden door.
He could feel his teacher’s intense concentration as the elder searched for a small
precognitive glimpse into what was about to take place. Just then, a powerful force
penetrated the room and an almost lethal dose of excruciating pain injected itself
directly into the base of the young boy’s skull sending him straight to his knees.
For a few seconds the stricken boy sat motionless, slowly attempting to
recover from the psychological attack. The pain was intense. He had never felt
anything so unrelentingly powerful in his life. The presence he felt was like evil
incarnate. It rang with the stench of death. Not only was it getting closer, it was also
becoming much stronger.
Clutching his aching head in both hands, he struggled to focus his mind
enough to calm his quivering body. His vision was blurred and water began to
involuntarily stream from his eyes. The presence he felt earlier now filled the room
entirely, making it very difficult for him to control his thoughts.
Feeling something warm and sticky between his palms and his cheeks he
slowly removed his hands from the side of his head to find them covered in blood.
Gently he felt below his left ear. Warm, fresh blood dripped from his fingers as it
flowed freely down his chin. The psychological onslaught had been so powerful
that it had caused his eardrums to burst.
As his vision began to clear, the boy spied the cymbal he had been trying to
reach just a few feet away. Remembering what he had originally set out to do and
having regained a small amount of control over his senses, the boy tried to get to his
feet, a mistake he instantly regretted. His stomach wretched and he inadvertently
vomited on himself and the hard wooden floor below. His entire body began to
ache.
Looking towards his six teachers, he was surprised to find that out of
everyone in the temple, he was the only one that the attack had affected. The six
old men hadn’t moved in the slightest. He slowly surmised that perhaps his lack of
mental training was what attributed to his susceptibility to the mind attack.
Keiichi sat motionlessly. He was examining the powerful presence that
had infiltrated the temple. He too had felt the psychological onslaught that had
incapacitated his student. However, due to his many years of training, his mind

4

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

was strong enough to handle it. Although he couldn’t identify the exact source of
the attack for some reason, the presence radiating from it felt strangely familiar to
him. Opening his eyes he glanced over to his right to check on his loyal attendant.
He was hurt badly but at least he was still alive for the moment. Looking even
farther back, he saw the soft glowing red light still casting its shadows undisturbed
throughout the temple.
Something caught his attention. As his eyes once again focused forward, he
noticed that for the first time since all of this had begun to take place, the other five
elders had also been awakened. The six of them were now staring directly at the
wooden door while concentrating on the enormous power emanating from beyond
it.
A group of ten men armed with an assortment of traditional Ryukagestyle weaponry suddently appeared directly in front of them. Using their bodies,
they provided a human barrier between the elders and the danger beyond while
instinctively taking a defensive positions. A deep blue glow could just barely
be detected in their eyes as they psychologically began to power up their ki in
preparation for the battle to come.
The guards were strong and the energy from their bodies filled the room.
Each of them stood as though staring directly into the face of death, yet no fear
could be detected in their features. Their manner remained as calm as the wind. For
these ten men, as well as the eight guards posted outside the small temple, the paths
of their lives had been clearly mapped out for them since the time of their births.
They were to protect this temple and its inhabitants at all costs.
Noticing something unusual, one of the elders turned his attention to the
perimeter around the door. A golden glow began to pulsate beyond it. Suddenly the
huge wooden door imploded, spewing huge slivers of wood and debris throughout
the temple.
The guards had taken the brunt of the blast. The force of it was so devastating
that it had ripped two of the unsuspecting men to shreds while sending a five-foot–
by-seven-inch splinter of wood through the torso of another, killing him instantly.
The other seven, although some mortally wounded, stood their ground.
Hazy gray smoke rose from the scorched remains of the wooden door.
The beautiful golden frame lay twisted and gnarled. Through the smoke a dark
figure began to emerge. The air in the temple turned to static as the intruder’s
presence, unopposed by the door, radiated freely into the temple. The presence
was unrelentingly powerful and easily consumed the energy patterns that were
emanating from the seven remaining guards.
The six elderly men sat idly by, watching as the last seven guards prepared
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to do battle. They were old, but they were no fools. They already knew what the
outcome would be. There was only one thing that could prevent the inevitable. If
only the guards could buy them the time they needed.
The intruder resumed his course into the heart of the temple before coming
to an abrupt halt in front of the remaining guards. He was clothed all in black with
a hood covering his facial features to where only his har, cold eyes could be seen.
With a glance, he cautiously measured the abilities and weaknesses of each of his
seven remaining opponents. These men would not prove to be a serious threat to
him. He then turned his eyes towards the council of elders thirty feet in front of him.
A wave of invisible energy left his body, quickly sweeping past the guards and over
the bodies of the six elderly men. The wave slightly ruffled their clothes as it passed
over them like a warm summer breeze.
Having quickly measured their abilities, he diverted his attention to the
red light emanating from behind them. The flow of adrenaline once again surged
through his veins. He savored it briefly before returning his attention to the task at
hand. Feeling a distinct disruption in the flow of energy radiating from the seven
opponents surrounding him, he instinctively stepped and pivoted to his right just
in time to prevent having his head cleaved from his body by the deadly blade of a
naginata. His attacker wasted no time in striking again.
Swinging the huge halberd blade towards the intruder`s midsection with all
of his might., the guard watched as the blade passed through his enemy’s waist with
surprising ease. Then suddenly the image in front of him vanished like a phantom.
Feeling the presence of his opponent suddenly shift to his rear, the confused and
startled guard turned to face the intruder. In one final desperate attempt to kill his
opponent, the guard raised his weapon over his head. It had begun its descent when
he felt a hand grasp his wrist. The grip was so rigid and jarring that it stopped the
weapon’s movement in mid-strike and snapped the bones in both of his wrists at the
same time.
He didn’t cry out. He didn’t have time to, for at that very same instant
a sharp pain shot through his chest cavity as his enemy’s blood-covered hand
entered through the left side of his chest directly under his armpit. The attack was
so devastating that it crushed his ribcage, ripped through the heart muscle, and
exploded both of his lungs before exiting his body exactly opposite the point at
which it had entered. For a brief moment, time stood still.
The intruder allowed his arm to remain through the punctured chest of his
victim while shifting his gaze to the remaining six. The guard let out a groan, which
was quickly muffled by the sound of blood gurgling deep down in his chest. In one
smooth movement, the intruder slid his blood-covered arm back through the chest
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cavity of his victim. The man slumped to the floor. He was dead before he hit the
ground. The other six men attacked.
The battle which followed was as fierce as it was short-lived. Although
the guards fought valiantly, it was their enemy who was left standing in the end.
Mercilessly, he crushed the remaining spark of life from the last of his mangled
enemies before allowing the body to fall to the floor. His blood-soaked body
pulsated with unearthly energy.
Returning his gaze to the six elderly men in front of him, he felt something
grab his leg. Looking down, he saw that one of the guards had managed to survive
the massacre. The man was reaching for the broken blade of a weapon with his
mangled right hand. The intruder didn’t move but instead stood and watched with a
slight hint of amusement as the guard, using sheer willpower, picked the object up
with his broken right hand and angled it towards his achilles tendon.
Kneeling, the intruder reached down and grasped a handful of the man’s
hair while bringing the young warrior’s bleeding face to eye level with his own.
The young man knew he was going to die. His enemy placed his closed free hand
directly in front of his face. As he opened it, a bright golden light began to emerge
from between his fingers.
There was a bright flash and a searing heat began to flow across the young
warrior’s face. The pain was excruciating; he couldn’t breathe. The skin on his face
melted and his left eye exploded, causing him to let out one final cry of pain. His
head followed suite and exploded, scattering the burnt contents of his skull across
the temple. His headless body slumped to the floor as the energy beam which his
enemy had used on him dissipated. The light in the intruder’s hand faded into a trail
of smoke. A violent spasm of shock sent one last convulsion down the spine of the
dead guard’s corpse before finally leaving it to rest in the position in which it lay.
Once again the intruder stood up to face the council. His intentions were
clear. He suddenly became aware of a strong force emanating from the group of
men. They were attempting to create a telekinetic force field around themselves and
the light in the background. He smiled sinisterly to himself. Had the guards been
able to distract him for just a few more seconds, their plan might have worked. But
as it stood right then, the old men still hadn’t been able to gather the energy they
needed to defend themselves against one of his attacks. They only required a little
more time.
Unwilling to give them the chance, the intruder raised his hand in the direction
of the last monk sitting to his left. Once again the air turned to static as a blast of
golden energy shot from his hand towards the old man. About ten feet directly in
front of the council, the blast encountered an obstacle. It was an invisible barrier
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that turned blue as the bright golden energy bolt made contact with it. However, it
wasn’t strong enough to withstand the force of the attack. The bolt passed through
the barrier virtually unabated and continued until it struck its target with full force,
leaving a smoldering eight-inch hole in the chest of its victim. The remaining five
members sprang to their feet as the body of their comrade fell backwards.
“Vengeance is mine,” the intruder whispered aloud, watching the older man
die.
Hideyasu! Keiichi thought to himself in utter disbelief, feeling the life force
of his lifelong friend fade into nothingness. He knew there was nothing he could do
to save him. Enraged, he turned to face the enemy.
“DAMN YOU!” Keiichi cursed through clenched teeth. The older man’s
eyes began to radiate a slight green glow as an enormous amount of internal energy
flowed into his open right hand, engulfing it in a sparking green aura. The older
man sprang at the intruder with such speed that the temple walls shook from the
concussion created by his movements as his body broke through the supersonic
barrier. The intruder barely had time to react.
The old man came out of his flash step with a vicious uppercut that sent his
opponent sliding across the hard wooden floor. The intruder had successfully
managed to deflect the attack, but Keiichi didn’t to let up. Using the same
technique, the elder once again vanished in a sonic concussion.
Knowing that the sound made by his movements could give his opponent
a pre-emptive glance as to the angle of his next attack before he could strike, the
older man increased his speed in the hope of using the concussion created from
his movements to confuse his enemy. The intruder’s head quickly shifted in all
directions as the older man bounced randomly from wall to wall around the temple
at supersonic speed.
Hearing a small pause in the old man’s rhythm, the intruder quickly turned
in the direction of the last concussion just in time to block Keiichi’s second attack.
This time he successfully managed to trap the older man’s attacking hand, keeping
him from once again using the same technique. He was about to deliver a blow to
the older man’s exposed ribcage when the other elders launched their own attacks.
Seeing an opening, Takashi launched himself into the air in a cross-armed
pose before releasing a barrage of ice-shurikens at the intruder. The deadly blades
of unbreakable ice sped towards the intruder’s vital organs with undefined speed.
Landing in a crouched stance, Takashi waited briefly as a long ice-lance formed on
his left forearm before rushing the intruder from his blind side.
Meanwhile, Shinji, using his ability to fly, quickly formed a series of ancient
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hand-seals used to manipulate ki-flow throughout the body and the surrounding
environment, channeling it all into one specific point before releasing it all with
devastating effect. Completing his preparation, the older man flung his hands out
in front of him with palms facing outwards and released a high-impact blast of
concentrated wind at his enemy while the remaining two elders also channeled their
attacks.
Sliding his right foot backwards while allowing it to charge with an almost
static-like energy from the ground, Masato quickly whipped his leg around in a
tight forward round kick, releasing a blade of yellow curved energy at the intruder’s
midsection while the last elder, Daihachi slammed his right palm into the floor,
shattering the wood and releasing a snaking red trail of fire at his opponent’s feet.
The attacks assailed the intruder from all sides.
With Keiichi in his grasp, Takashi and his ice-blades rushing him from
behind, the wind blast coming from above, energy blades slicing towards his
waist, and the ground below him exploding into searing holes of fire, the intruder
briefly found himself in a tight squeeze. Catching Keiichi’s gaze, he knew that this
was what the older man had intended from the start. There was no way he could
possibly dodge all of the elders’ attacks at the same time. The wise old man had
pre-calculated this much. Even so, the intruder still had a few hidden cards of his
own to play.
Pivoting to his right and blocking downwards to cover his side, the intruder
just barely managed to deflect Takashi’s ice lance before the blade could strike him
dead center in his right side. He quickly charged a glowing golden ball of energy
and slammed it into the off-balanced older man’s unprotected ribcage, causing him
to double over in pain while at the same time reaching through Keiichi’s grasp and
catching the older man by the neck. Using sheer strength, the intruder effortlessly
lifted him off the ground and overhead slammed him face-first into Takashi. The
two elders crashed into the ground one on top of the other.
Turning his attention to the closing projectiles, the intruder crossed his arms
in front of his face to protect his eyes. The shurikens found their mark first, slicing
quickly through his thin black shirt and slamming into his skin. However, much
to Takashi’s astonishment, they didn’t go through, but instead met with a metallic
‘clanging’ sound beneath his garments.
The intruder waited for the other projectiles to make contact as well before
spontaneously flinging his arms out to the side and releasing a large amount of ki
from his body in a quick golden haze. All of the projectiles instantly reversed their
trajectories and seemed to ‘bounce’ harmlessly off of his body while speeding back
towards their points of origin as though reflected by a mirror.
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Diving for cover, the other three elders just barely managed to avoid being
decimated by their own attacks. Not only were the attacks returned to them twice
as fast, but judging from the damage they caused to the surrounding area, the elders
could tell that they had also grown stronger. Not wanting to give the old men time
to regroup, the intruder jumped right into the middle of the other three before they
could recover and started punishing them with a combination of hard blows.
Although they fought bravely against him, the elders soon found out that
due to his youth, speed, and unbelievable physical strength, they were
no match for him in close-range combat. Kicking Daihachi, the intruder
grinned menacingly as the old man dropped to the floor and bit back a scream
of agony as his right kneecap was kicked inwards at a sickening angle. He was
about to finish him off when he felt Keiichi’s ki rise. The old man hadn’t yet fully
recovered but was preparing to attack anyway.
The intruder quickly spun around and released a bright golden bolt of energy
at the elder’s chest. Keiichi didn’t have time to react; however, he didn’t have to.
Feeling something slam into his right side the elder once again tripped over Takashi
and landed on the floor.
Glancing up, he was just in time to see his loyal attendant dive into the path
of the deathly energy beam that was meant for him. The boy’s body jolted violently
as the bolt slammed into his chest and knocked him across the room. He crashed
backwards into the floor and came to a rolling halt. The smell of burnt flesh and
hair filled the air as a cloud of black steam rose from the dead boy’s open mouth
and nostrils. Looking at his hands, Keiichi noticed that he was clutching the golden
cymbal to his chest.
The young man had probably hoped that he could use the large metal disk
to shield himself and his master while deflecting the blast. He was wrong. Keiichi
felt a wave of grief sweep over him as the sight of the young man’s selfless sacrifice
slowly began to set in. He would have cried out loud if he had been given the
chance, there was little time for him to mourn however.
Seeing the older man’s distraction, the intruder quickly moved in for the
kill. A sharp and sudden movement directly to his left caused his head to snap in
that direction. He shifted his head quickly to the right just in time to dodge a fullforce flying side kick that was aimed at the left side of his face.
The black-clothed man skillfully shifted the rest of his body in midair while
dodging the blow before landing on the hard wooden floor virtually without a sound.
The attack had taken him by surprise. He hadn’t even felt the ki of his opponent
before it was too late. Looking towards the five severely beaten elderly men, he
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spotted his new nemesis kneeling beside his master.
“Master Kei, are you all right?” the young man asked, speaking in fluent
Japanese. Keiichi nodded slowly in reply. Once again he looked down at the body
of the boy who had died to save him before returning his gaze to the other young
boy who had just come to his rescue. The younger man’s dark brown eyes shifted
first to the body of the young attendant then to the body of his fallen teacher. His
fists clenched in anger.
If only I’d gotten here sooner, he thought to himself. Feeling the dark energy
radiating from the intruder, he looked to his right. “You’ll pay for this!” he swore
aloud, standing to face his enemy. The intruder was impressed with his air of
confidence. He could sense that there was something slightly different about this
opponent.
Staring back at the intruder, the young man also knew that there was
something unusual about this particular foe. In the faces of a few of his masters
he swore he could just barely detect the slightest hint of recognition. It made him
uneasy. Who is this guy? he wondered silently to himself. Collecting his thoughts,
he turned his attention back to the five silent elders.
“Get out of here. I’ll take care of our guest,” he instructed the five remaining
old men who were slowly dragging themselves to their feet.
“The orb will be unprotected,” Daihachi, one of the young boy’s other
teachers, objected.
“I’ll take care of it, now go!” the young man replied levelly.
“No, he’s right, only we possess the power to contain the energy of the orb.
We cannot allow for it to fall into his hands,” one of the other old men reasoned. He
could see that the younger man was clearly irritated that they chose to ignore his
instructions.
“Just stay back. I’ll make this as quick as possible,” he promised, once
again turning his attention to the mysterious man in front of him.
“Be careful, Erick,” Keiichi cautioned, knowing full well his student’s
sometimes over-confident attitude. He could tell that his words had no impact as
the teenaged-looking boy turned all of his attention to the task at hand.
“I don’t know who you are, but you’re gonna pay for what you’ve done!”
Erick swore, taking a distinctive fighting stance and facing the intruder as his red,
orange, and yellow traditional Ryukage battle robes began to flow as if being blown
by a strong breeze. His power level quickly began to rise.
The intruder stood silently for a few seconds. Anticipating an attack, Erick
placed all of his senses on alert. The intruder took a small step forward before
crossing his arms over his broad chest. He burst into loud bloodcurdling laughter.
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before coming to an abrupt stop. An eerie silence hung in the air.
“I have no business with children. Go home before you get hurt, boy,” the
man growled, fixing his evil gaze on the young man, who now stood between him
and his goal.
Erick froze, briefly startled by hearing his opponent speak for the first
time. He quickly recovered as his fear was replaced by anger due to his opponent’s
apparent underestimation of his fighting potential. You cocky son of a bitch! he
thought to himself, allowing his pride to overpower his judgment. “Die!” He blurted
out in rage while springing with unequaled speed at the intruder.
The intruder marveled at his young enemy’s speed and aggressiveness.
Stepping backwards, he and blocked the boy’s full-force flying roundhouse
kick with his forearm. The kick was surprisingly powerful as it collided
with the bones in his arm. Raising his left hand quickly, he was just in time to
deflect an oncoming left jab form his enemy. He’s quick, the intruder thought to
himself, cautiously summarizing his opponent’s strengths and weaknesses while
dodging a right cross, left uppercut combination from his enemy before blocking a
powerful front snap kick.
Hoping to gain a little distance from his aggressor to better survey him,
the intruder jumped into the air and began to levitate backwards. Erick, clearly
unimpressed by the aerial display, sprang into the air after him, all the while pressing
his relentless attack.
Erick swore to himself as his enemy blocked yet another one of his punches.
Both of them retreated a small distance away from each other. Unable to levitate in
the air as his opponent was, Erick dropped to the floor and once again prepared to
attack. The intruder could see that he was frustrated.
He blocked everything! he noted, clearly upset that none of his attacks had
connected. Who is this guy? he again questioned. It doesn’t matter who he is; he’s
going down! he rapidly convinced himself, once again springing in the air towards
his opponent.
Focusing on his enemy’s masked face, he carefully measured out his punch
before throwing a powerful right cross; a mistake he instantly regretted. The
intruder easily sidestepped the punch in midair while simultaneously deflecting it
with his left hand and catching his opponent with a powerful blow to his exposed
midsection. The force of the blow jarred his body so hard that it stopped him in
mid-flight and knocked the wind out of him. Erick groaned, grasping his stomach
in pain. He caught a quick glimpse of his opponent just before the man delivered
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a crushing left elbow to his unprotected face before grabbing him by his robes and
hurtling him to the floor below.
Opening his eyes, Erick could see the ground rushing towards him. He could
also see the faces of his five remaining teachers as they watched the grueling battle.
Their faces were intense with concentration. Noticing a slight hazy blue glow in
front of them he realized that although it was now just the five of them, they had
finally succeeded in constructing a protective telekinetic field around themselves
and the light in the background of the temple. He had bought them enough time to
do that. Whether it would be enough to withstand an attack without the power of
the sixth elder was another story.
Nearing the ground, Erick nimbly flipped his body backwards before landing
in a kneeling position on the debris-covered floor below. He didn’t stay there long.
The instant his knee touched the hard, wooden surface he was gone.
The intruder instinctively ducked just in time to see a foot fly directly
over his head from his right side. “Interesting,” he observed. This particular boy
was beginning to spark his curiosity. Once again he continued to block Erick’s
onslaught.
Glancing towards the elders, he too noticed the shield they had formed.
“He’s been buying them time,” he said, realizing how he had been tricked. “This boy
has delayed me long enough!” he said aloud. Reaching out with blinding speed, he
grasped the front of Erick’s robes and caught him with a quick uppercut to the face,
causing his head to snap backwards with a violent whipping action. Completely
stunned, Erick dropped his guard.
The young boy desperately forced himself to recover from the blow. Seeing
his opponent with his right hand cocked to his side, he crossed both of his arms
in front of his face as the intruder caught him with a heavy right cross which sent
him speeding out of the air. Erick fought to keep his protective guard up under the
pressure of the powerful blow. He landed on the floor below and everything went
silent.
Slowly uncrossing his arms, Erick noticed the blackened and smoldering
area around him from Daihachi’s previous attack. His forearms burned red hot
from the last attack which caused steam to rise from them. Looking back to his
opponent’s last position he noticed only too late that the intruder was nowhere to
be found. Feeling a strong presence to his right, Erick spun around only to receive
a crushing backhand to his face. The blow sent him sprawling across the wooden
floor.
He swore aloud as he recovered from the attack and rolled to his feet. His face
was bruised and swollen from the previous attack. The intruder stood motionlessly
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on the other side of the temple room.
I’m not going down that easily! Erick vowed to himself, channeling his
ki into his open hands. His left foot slid forward as he slowly brought both of his
hands down to waist level on his right side. A searing hot ball of red energy began to
form between his palms. For a brief moment, he closed his eyes as he concentrated
on containing the energy he was channeling through his body before re-opening
them. They seemed to glow red hot with his internal energy. Focusing intensely on
his enemy, he let out a strong yell and shoved both of his hands in front of him. A
powerful red beam erupted from his palms.
Leaping quickly into the air, the intruder just barely managed to avoid the
deathly blast, which continued unabated until it slammed into the temple wall,
leaving a huge smoldering hole in the woodwork.
“Damn, I missed!” Erick cursed. Once again the room was silent. The
intruder floated in the air above the young boy. Both of them stared intensely at
each other. The last technique had almost taken the intruder by surprise. He finally
began to realize for the first time exactly who he was up against. Dropping out of
the air he once again landed silently on the floor. Erick slid cautiously back into his
fighting stance.
“I never imagined that one so young could be so powerful,” the intruder
admitted slowly before looking his young opponent squarely in the eye. “Well then,
student of the Hi-kaze, let’s just see how powerful you really are,” he challenged.
Erick’s power level began to soar even higher than before. The intruder knew
that he wasn’t mistaken in his theory of the boy’s true identity. Once again Erick
vanished from where he was standing. Instinctively, the man stepped backwards
and raised his left arm. Erick appeared in front of him and delivered a high right
kick to his upper body. The force of this kick was five times stronger than it was
before.
The battle that followed was fierce. Neither of them were pulling any
punches, yet even though Erick was now using his full fighting potential, the elders
could see that the intruder clearly had the upper hand.
He can’t take much more of this, Masato, one of the boy’s other teachers,
observed silently as his student battled valiantly with this unusually strong
opponent.
I have to take this guy out quick, Erick reasoned, blocking a powerful
punch which sent him flying a few feet away from his opponent. He was
severely beaten and breathing heavily. From the pain in his side he could
tell that his ribs were broken.
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“Is that all you’ve got, boy?” the intruder taunted him. His eyes glowed a
bright gold as he levitated in his fighting stance. “I haven’t even broken a sweat!”
he said evenly.
Erick swore. The insult hit home, stinging his pride. “I won’t lose to you!” he
vowed. He once again channeled his ki and fired a deathly blast at his opponent.
“You already have,” the intruder stated calmly as the beam of energy neared
his body. Clenching his left hand into a tight fist, he swung his hand in a sweeping
backward motion. The back of his hand burned red hot as it came in contact with
the powerful red beam of energy. Forcing his arm even farther out to the side, he
successfully managed to deflect the blast. It continued flying in an upward diagonal
path through the temple’s roof.
Erick staggered backwards in utter astonishment. That was his most powerful
technique and the use of it had left him physically drained; however, the intruder
had not sustained the least amount of damage from it. He was in serious trouble.
Once again the intruder clenched his fists. A visible electrical charge of
golden energy flowed through his arms before gathering into his tightly closed fists.
Slowly he slid his left foot forward before bringing his hands down parallel to his
waist.
“That technique...” a still dumbfounded Erick started, taking a frightened
step backwards only too late. His enemy opened his eyes and unleashed a blast of
energy from his hands. The golden ray caught Erick squarely in the chest and sent
him flying through one of the temple’s huge wooden pillars. The part of the ceiling
which the pillar supported came crashing down on top of him.
The intruder watched silently while the smoke cleared. The young boy’s
body lay almost completely buried under the debris. Erick tried to move but couldn’t.
The blast had knocked all of the wind out of him. Had he not used his remaining ki
to block the technique, it would have killed him instantly. Yet, even so, he was still
in no position to defend himself against another attack. His head throbbed and his
thoughts were blurred. He tried to move again but still couldn’t. He had no more
energy left.
“My own technique, but how...?” he began, recalling what had just
happened. His enemy towered above him. The air around him began to crackle as
he stretched his hand downward, aiming precisely at the boy’s head. This one was
far too dangerous to leave alive.
I can’t move! Erick panicked, once again trying in vain to pry himself from
the debris. He was too physically weakened to attempt a teleport. A glowing ball of
energy began to grow in the intruder’s outstretched hand as he charged his energy
blast. “I’m not done yet,” Erick coughed defiantly through his clenched teeth. The
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dark-clothed man said nothing as he prepared to fire his blast.
Hearing the sound of rushing wind behind him, he quickly pivoted his body
to the left just in time to see a flat metal object fly past his midsection. Looking
down at his shirt he noticed a long clean slash in the black satin cloth. Turning to
face his new opponent, he found his new assailant to be a beautiful young girl.
The girl said nothing as she levitated in space. Stretching out her left hand,
she managed to retrieve one of the two golden rings that she had used to grasp her
opponent’s attention. The ring curved around the room in a wide arc before coming
to halt in the girl’s outstretched palm. Glaring at her enemy, the beautiful brunette
girl slid quietly into a fighting stance. The ki flowed smoothly from her body.
The intruder knew there had to be some connection between her and Erick. Looking
at the rings she carried, a sense of recognition crept into his mind.
Crossing the solid gold circular rings in front of her, she briefly shut her
grayish-colored eyes in intense concentration while pouring her energy into the
rings. The rings began to glow brightly as she channeled her energy into them.
The girl once again opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on her enemy. Her hands
clenched the glowing rings tightly as she prepared to attack.
“She’s a member of the Kyoku-no-fu school,” the intruder said to himself
while studying her. The girl attacked with blinding speed slashing at his midsection
then at his face with the two rings. Ducking her spinning roundhouse kick, the man
retaliated with right jab to the girl’s face. She just managed to dodge the blow by
spinning to his right side and once again slashing fiercely to his middle.
Seeing an opening the man countered with a spinning back kick to her
stomach. The blow knocked the wind out of her and sent her flying backwards a
good distance before she managed to stop herself. She quickly regained her breath
and prepared for another assault.
“She’s good,” the man observed noticing another slash in his clothing.
Looking at the girl he could detect a strain of concern in her face.
He’s reading my moves, she noted to herself, surprised at the man’s speed
and agility. Very few people could dodge her rings that skillfully. She rushed him
again.
The girl fought valiantly, but it was no use. Realizing that she would was no
match for her opponent in a close-range fight; she crossed her arms in front of her
face while using the rings to block an oncoming energy ball that her opponent had
fired at her. She recovered just in time to block a powerful roundhouse kick aimed
towards her ribs. The kick knocked her sideways through the air, causing her to
slam into one of the temple walls. She was out of breath and her left forearm ached
from blocking the last kick her enemy had thrown at her.
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He’s fast, she noted. Her enemy waited silently where he stood. He’s dodging
everything I throw at him. Nobody’s that fast! She gazed intently at her enemy. His
breathing pattern was calm and controlled. He hadn’t even broken a sweat. He’s
toying with me. she told herself, realizing exactly how outclassed she was in this
fight.
Let’s see how well he handles this, she thought, crossing the rings in front
of her body before letting them fly in both directions. The circular rings of energy
cut through the air with undefined speed as they flew in a wide outside/inwards arc
before coming together in a crisscross pattern towards their target, who didn’t move
in the slightest.
Why doesn’t he move? He can’t possibly dodge both of them! the girl assured
herself as both of the projectiles neared her opponent. The rings assailed him from
both directions. The young girl found herself holding her breath, desperately hoping
that her attack would stop this madman.
The intruder stared coldly at his opponent seemingly unconcerned at his
present situation. With blinding speed, he reached out and effortlessly caught both
of the rings at once. One was aimed for his head and the other aimed at his chest.
Smoke began to rise from his hands as the raw energy from the girl’s ki began to
burn them. He didn’t let go.
“No one can...” she started in disbelief as a sickening fear crept into her
stomach. Feeling an increased energy wave emanating from her opponent she
watched dumbfounded as the white glow which surrounded her metal rings suddenly
flickered and faded. She had lost all of her mental control over them. A terrifying
chill ran down her spine. Just then the rings began to glow again. However, the
glow wasn’t that of her own ki but instead flowed golden with the evil power of the
intruder.
The man launched the two razor sharp projectiles directly at her. She knew
that she could never move fast enough to dodge both of them. One of the blades sped
towards her neck. Instinctively she reached out and caught it. The blade bit coldly
into her hand, causing it to bleed slightly; however, the second it made contact with
her it returned to her full control.
Hearing something slashing through the air towards her she quickly spun to
her right in hopes of catching the second ring. She was too late. Shifting her body
farther to the right, she screamed in pain as the other ring ripped through her purple
and white battle robes.
The ring slashed deeply into her right breast and completely severed her
right arm at the shoulder while leaving behind an intense static-like charge which
relentlessly attacked her nervous system and paralysed her at the same time. The
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projectile then sped past her and slammed into the temple wall with such force that
it embedded itself halfway into the thick wood. The girl staggered in the air. The
sheer force of the blow was enough to knock her into a state of unconsciousness.
Darkness closed in around her as she began to plummet towards the hard floor.
“Mia!” Erick cried out in a vain attempt to wake the falling girl with his
voice. Placing his hand on his forehead, he attempted to concentrate enough to
teleport to her rescue. It was no good. The intruder stood idly by watching as the
girl crashed helplessly towards the floor.
Catching a quick movement from the corner of his left eye, he focused his
attention in that direction momentarily. Finding nothing, he returned his gaze to the
scene only to find that the girl had vanished right in front of him.
Glancing to his right, he saw a figure dressed in a yellow, green, and brown
robe set standing over in one of the far corners of the temple. The injured girl was in
his arms. The boy gently laid the girl on the hard cold floor. He carefully examined
the wound where her arm used to be. It was bad. She was losing a lot of blood.
Thinking quickly he ripped off a strip of his own robe and tied it tightly around
what remained of her arm to stop the bleeding.
Feeling the stinging pain, the dazed girl began to awaken. As her eyes
focused, she immediately recognized the face of her rescuer. “Ki...Kilan,” she
started weakly before grasping her blood soaked arm and grimacing in pain.
“Shhhh, rest,” the older boy instructed her as she settled slowly back to
the floor. He briefly turned to face the intruder before turning around and spotting
his other fallen comrade across the room. His two other companions had already
managed to free Erick from his prison and were now helping him to his feet. He was
badly beaten but could still fight.
“You ok?” the older boy called, returning his gaze to the intruder. “I’m fine,”
Erick assured him, wiping blood from his lips. “Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner,”
the beautiful black-haired girl beside him apologized while gently caressing his
bruised cheek. Her touch was cool and soothing. Looking into her deep ocean-blue
eyes, Erick could tell that she was trying not to show the others how worried she
was about him. Catching his glance, she quickly turned away to face the intruder.
“Rest. We’ll handle it from here,” the older boy on his left side instructed,
taking a step forward and glaring at the man floating above them.
“Sheylah, Bengami, be careful, he’s much stronger than he looks,” Erick warned
his two companions while completely ignoring the other boy’s previous instructions
and joining them.
“We know,” the girl replied, never taking her eyes off of their enemy.
The intruder, slightly amused at the arrival of the three new students, stood idly
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by and observed the scene. He was now surrounded by four opponents. He could
tell that, like Erick and the previous girl he had fought, these other three weren’t
like ordinary warriors. They’d all been specially trained in the old arts. This would
prove to be a challenge.
Glancing behind him, Kilan, the eldest of the group, noticed that the
five remaining elders had gathered themselves closely around the orb and were
concentrating on building a thick telekinetic barrier around it. The technique was
one that required an enormous amount of time, concentration and energy.
Having noticed that one of the old men was now missing, the remaining
five would be hard-pressed to erect a shield strong enough before the intruder could
attack them again. He wondered if he and the other three would be able to hold the
intruder at bay for that long. There was only one way to find out.
We’re going to have to do this quick, he reasoned to himself while reaching
back with his right hand and removing a small six-inch-long by two and a half
inches in diameter metal rod from the long dark green sash he wore tied tightly
around his waist.
Raising the oddly shaped weapon diagonally in front of his face, he allowed
his internal energy to flow into it. “Sing Ryugamaru,” he whispered the activation
code to his Dragon’s Lance before whipping it forcefully down to his side. There
was a static crackle as two beams of yellow light exploded from both open ends
of the weapon forming an eight-foot psionic bo staff made of pure energy. He was
ready to fight, as were the other three members of his group.
“How dare you attack a sacred temple of the Ryukage order,” Sheylah angrily
addressed the intruder while two solid-ice short swords formed in her hands.
“You’ll pay for this with your life!” Bengami declared, forcefully uncrossing
his arms and sliding into a deep fighting stance. A breeze flowed through his orange
and yellow robes. Erick followed suit. The intruder said nothing but instead returned
his focus to the task at hand.
Kilan led the attack, flinging his left hand out vehemently towards his
enemy. Expecting to see a projectile of some kind come flying from the
younger man’s outstretched hand, the intruder instinctively took a defensive
position. Nothing happened.
Suddenly, he felt himself being propelled back through the air as a powerful
wave of invisible energy swept over him. Opening his eyes, the intruder saw an
image of his opponent floating slowly towards him. His bo staff was poised for an
attack.
Reaching out to block the staff, the intruder found that he seemed to be
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moving as if he were in slow motion. At first he thought it was an illusion, watching
his slow-moving hand position itself to deflect the oncoming overhead blow before
coming to the horrifying realization that it was not.
As soon as his hand came in contact with the hard energy blade of the staff,
Kilan’s figure vanished from in front of him like a phantom. Turning as quickly
as the spell would permit him, he was just in time to receive a powerful blow to
the base of his skull followed by a series of other lightning fast blows from the his
enemy’s bo staff.
The intruder bellowed angrily while trying to force himself into recovery.
Focusing his thoughts, he successfully managed to free himself from the trance just
in time to catch a punishing right cross to his face. The blow knocked him across
the temple. Finally managing to stop his backward flight, the man gently wiped the
blood off of his bottom lip through his sinister looking black mask.
Time Twister, the man noted, recalling the name of the technique he had
just been subjected to. Nice move. I never expected it, he thought, finding himself
inadvertently complimenting his opponent on his cunning. He’s from the Suna-da
school, he surmised recognizing the energy pattern the younger man was emitting.
However, there was little time for reminiscing.
Feeling a small tingle run down his spine, the intruder knew that someone
was coming for him. Sliding to his right, he watched the blade of a butterfly sword
quickly flash by his left shoulder as Sheylah attacked him from behind. She was
aiming to cut him in half from head to toe and would have succeeded if he hadn’t
moved. The girl quickly followed her attack with a backhand slash to the man’s
throat before assaulting him with an upward stab to his face with the blade she
held in the opposite hand. Missing him again, she stabbed towards his midsection.
As he shifted backwards to avoid being cut, the girl’s body floated right past him.
Catching a small glimpse out of the corner of his eye, he knew he had been set up.
Raising her back foot, she delivered a powerful side kick to his face.
Recovering quickly, the intruder fired a bright ray of energy from his hand,
which to his surprise was met a bright blue beam which the girl had simultaneously
fired from her hand. The force of the two beams colliding created a huge explosion
which pushed the two combatants apart. For a moment he glared intensely at her.
She returned his gaze. Her deep blue eyes burned brightly with the fire of pure
hatred. Saying nothing, the girl dropped softly to the floor below.
Flipping his body backwards in the air, the intruder was just in time to
see a crescent-shaped blade of orange energy slice its way through where he had
previously been floating as Bengami and Erick joined the fray. Being more closerange type fighters than their other two companions, the two boys pressed their
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attack.
Bengami, being an expert in powerful kicking techniques, was using his
feet to keep the intruder at a distance while Erick, being quite the opposite, a heavy
hitter and master of hand-striking combos, continued to use a mixture of teleport and
striking techniques to keep the intruder’s hands occupied so as not to provide him
with time to use any of his projectile attacks. Together they continued to push the
intruder back into a corner. Unable to use their long-range weapons and projectile
attacks due to their other two companions’ close proximity to the intruder, Kilan
and Sheylah eagerly awaited their turn.
Ducking one of Bengami’s lethal kicking combos, the intruder quickly
countered with a hard spinning-back-axe-kick to the boy’s exposed head, catching
him in his left temple and sending him crashing to the floor below. The boy slid
across the floor and crashed into one of the temple’s corners before wearily getting
to his feet. Erick continued the assault.
Seeing an opening, Erick tried to catch the intruder with a spinning backfist. Reading the move perfectly, the man ducked below the attack and punched him
squarely in the balls. The boy doubled over in agony. Seeing his plight, Sheylah
launched herself at the intruder before he could finish Erick off.
Moving in quickly, she slashed at the man’s shoulder. He dodged and
countered with a heavy sweeping ridge-hand to her neck, shattering her collarbone
in the process before following-up with a hard kick to the ribs and catching her with
a fierce backhand to her open cheek.
Having partially recovered from the previous attack and moving as fast as
his body would permit, Erick teleported behind her and caught her, but the force
of the attack sent them both spiraling into one of the temple’s remaining wooden
pillars before they could fall to the ground. Fortunately for her, Erick had positioned
himself to absorb most of the impact or the damage would have been much worse.
The boy’s head smacked the pillar on the way down, knocking him unconscious.
He was out of the fight for now. Sheylah slowly rolled over and started to get to
her feet. The intruder was preparing to fire a blast of energy at them when he felt
himself once again being sucked into one of Kilan’s Time Twister attacks.
The same technique, the intruder noted to himself as the world in front of
him once again became warped. He knew that Kilan was trying to avoid a frontal
confrontation with him. This one was smart, which made him much more dangerous
than the others.
Knowing that his eyes would be of little use to him in the current situation,
the intruder closed them and waited for Kilan’s attack. Raising his left leg, he
managed to shield his ribs from a punishing blow as the yellow staff of light collided
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painfully with his shin, leaving a blistering burn mark. Kilan continued to press his
attack, but the intruder blindly countered his every move.
He’s strong. He’s countering my null field, Kilan admitted to himself,
breathing heavily. Both his strength and speed were leaving him at an alarming
rate. The technique he used was powerful indeed, but he couldn’t use it without a
few potentially costly drawbacks.
The move took so much concentrated energy to trap his opponent in the
‘null field’, that although while he was within it he could virtually move at the
speed of light, once he was out of it he found that his energy reserves were very
depleted. He knew full well that if he persisted in using the technique, it wouldn’t
only drain him of all of his energy but could also have some permanent adverse
effects on his body.
Realizing that he wouldn’t be able to continue his attack much longer and
hoping to buy himself enough time to come up with something new, Kilan aimed
a powerful staff jab at the chin of his adversary, looking for a chance to stun him.
The intruder shifted his head backwards as the staff whizzed directly in front of his
face, coming just millimeters away from striking him.
Seizing the opportunity, the intruder grasped his attackers leading hand
with his right hand and pulled him off balance. He quickly followed this up with
a powerful knee to Kilan’s stomach. Having broken his concentration, the man
skillfully pivoted directly behind him and grasped his free left hand, creating a wide
opening behind his aggressor. Taking a split-second glance at his opponent’s exposed
spinal column, the intruder quickly found an angle of attack before forcefully jerking
the younger man backwards using his two captive arms as leverage and forcefully
shoving his knee between his fifth and sixth vertebrae.
Kilan screamed in pain. The force of the blow caused blood to spurt from
the back of his throat. A searing heat filled his shoulder joints as they both pulled
from their sockets. He closed his eyes and strained with all of his might to free
himself from his oppressor’s iron grasp. He was almost certain that his back had
been broken. Feeling the grip slacken on his left wrist, Kilan’s body slumped
naturally forward. He felt a searing heat on his back as the intruder charged a small
ball of psionic energy.
Damn! I can’t block it! Kilan thought silently to himself, realizing only too
late what was about to happen. The intruder completely released his hold on the
young man, allowing him to fall forward a little before placing the palm-sized ball
of hot energy on his back and letting it fly.
The ball shot from his hand like an arrow released from a bow with Kilan’s
body attached to the end of it. There was nothing Kilan could do. The sheer pressure
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of the concentrated energy ball sent him crashing to the debris-littered wooden floor
below. Kilan braced himself the best he could. His right shoulder slammed into
the floor. The energy ball, which was attached to his back like a glowing golden
parasite, exploded in a huge blast, igniting the back of his clothes and forcing his
battered body through the hard wooden floor while sending him sliding several feet
through hardwood splinters before coming to a stop three meters from the temple’s
far right corner.
Kilan cursed silently to himself, forcing his battered upper body from the
ground with his left hand. Suddenly the intruder came crashing down on top of him
with full gravity while planting a heavy heel in the back of his neck, forcing him
face-first back into the floor before casually back-flipping off the stunned boy and
landing on the soft wooden floor below.
“Still alive I see,” the intruder said to himself watching the young man
struggle to get to his knees. That move would have killed a normal man.
Feeling a sharp pain in his side, the intruder suddenly came to the realization
that he had taken more damage than he had previously thought. They’re a lot stronger
than I thought, he forced himself to admit, looking to each of his four battered yet
still breathing opponents. He realized for the first time how much of a fight they
had taken out of him. Allowing them to live would be a mistake. Glancing back to
the council of five elderly monks, he could sense that their protective barrier was
growing stronger with every passing minute. Looking behind them, he saw that the
light still danced in the background.
The soft glow forced him to refocus on his primary goal. He slowly began
to float towards the orb as if mesmerized by it. A violent shock jarred him from his
trance as a powerful blast of yellow energy slammed into his back leaving a wide
smoldering hole in his black clothing down to where his bare yellowish-colored
skin could be seen. He whirled around violently and his anger once again filled the
air. Looking down he spotted a defiant Kilan facing him with his weapon raised.
Seeing an ascending trail of smoke rising from the end of the bo, he knew that the
blast had come from it.
“Don’t you ever quit?” he growled at his enemy while a wave of energy
shot from his body as he psychically raised his energy level. Kilan raised his still
functional left arm to shield himself from the wave. It quickly swept over him. The
power of it was so intense that it shattered the very ground he was standing on,
causing him to stagger. When he recovered enough to look at his opponent, his teeth
clenched together tightly in both anger and disbelief as he noticed a free flowing
golden pattern of random electrical charges flowing over the body of his adversary.
He looked far more menacing than he had before. The intruder’s hand once again
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began to crackle with energy. Suddenly, the ground directly below Kilan exploded
upwards.
Kilan swore as his feet crashed through what was left of the hard wooden
floor that was supporting him. Reaching out with his right hand in a vain attempt to
latch onto something to support him as the floor gave way, he never even realized
what was happening until it was too late. Feeling something grab both of his legs
he looked down just in time to see the earth directly below him come to life and
spring into the air, surrounding him on all sides while he was being pulled under the
earth.
“It can’t be...!” He fought helplessly against the rock-filled dirt and debris
as it ceased its upward motion and came crashing back down on top of him, burying
him alive in a tight suffocating grave. He soon found himself struggling for breath
beneath the heavy pile of compressed dirt and rocks.
The intruder then turned his full attention to the council of elders.
Sensing something behind him, the intruder twirled around quickly and
released a bolt of golden energy at Sheylah, who had just gotten to her feet and was
quickly forming a series of hand-seals in preparation of an attack. The intruder’s
energy blast caught her completely off guard. She had no time to react.
The blast was just about to slam into her when she felt herself being lifted
off her feet by Bengami. “Stay here!” the older boy instructed sternly while setting
her down on the floor and springing into the air towards the intruder, all without
missing a beat. His body became engulfed in a bright orange ball of energy as he
slammed his shoulder into the intruder with comet-like force.
The intruder once again found himself warding off Bengami’s lethal
kicking techniques. Catching the man with a hard round kick to the knee, Bengami
quickly followed his a pulverizing straight side kick to the intruder’s stomach
while simultaneously sending a bolt of orange energy from the sole of his foot
transforming the kick into a foot cannon. The blast knocked the intruder further into
the air.
Wasting no time, the boy executed a back somersault while releasing a
vertical blade of energy at the stunned intruder. The energy blade found its mark,
slicing into the intruder’s chest and burning off the remainder of his shirt. Landing
from the somersault, Bengami once again sprang into the air for a finishing move.
Forcing himself to recover from the attack, the intruder looked up just in time
to see Bengami’s feet slashing towards his neck. The boy was trying to decapitate
him. However, the intruder wouldn’t be defeated so easily.
Forming a quick series of hand-seals, he released a blast of golden-colored
energy from his body. Bengami’s kick slammed into his neck but was met with
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a large metallic ‘clanging’ sound. The boy screamed in pain as the bones in his
lower leg shattered like glass. The intruder looked at him and smiled sinisterly. The
technique he was now using was the ultimate defense. He called it ‘The Golden
Shield of Orochi’.
When summoned, this technique would turn the ki circulating outside of his
body into a dense and nigh-unbreakable metal-like barrier that would form directly
on his skin. The metal would remain completely invisible until something made
contact with it. He had to admire the boy for forcing him to use the technique. This
was the first time in ages that he’d had to resort to using traditional hand-seals to
defend himself from an attack.
Through the tears in his eye, Bengami could just barely detect a golden
patch of metal covering the intruder’s neck where his shin had made contact. The
metal slowly faded away. The boy continued to grasp his shattered leg in agony.
Seizing the opportunity, the intruder counterattacked. Using the armor surrounding
his body, he focused energy into his flattened right hand, forcing the invisible metal
to cover it before ramming it straight through the injured boy’s stomach.
The intruder’s hand exploded from Bengami’s back in a bloody mess.
Through the blood covering his hand, a golden metallic gleam could be detected.
Bengami’s body slumped forward as his arms went limp. Removing his bloodsoaked arm from the dead boy’s body, the intruder watched it slowly tumble to
the floor below. Although it hadn’t been his intention to kill these children when
he first entered the temple, he was becoming increasingly wary of the power they
possessed. The Ryukage clans had become much stronger during his absence than
he had previously imagined. He would be hard-pressed to retain his prize if others
like these five remained after tonight. They would definitely come after him. He
would be certain to wipe them all out before he left the mountain once his goal was
in hand.
Still dazed by his previous impact with the pillar, Erick slowly began to
come to his senses. His head throbbed as he finally began to realize the
peril he and his companions were in. All of them were severely injured
and in no position to defend themselves or the temple. He helplessly watched his
enemy turn his full attention once again to the council of elders. The room crackled
with static energy again as he raised his hand to fire his deadly energy blast at the
five remaining old men.
A bolt of bright golden energy shot from the man’s outstretched palm. It
continued for a brief period before pausing as it came in contact with the bluishcolored energy barrier the five monks had erected around themselves before
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resuming its course. A scream of pain could be heard in the background. The energy
beam had unerringly found its target. It was Master Daihachi who had been struck
by the beam. The energy pattern fluctuated briefly then faded from existence. The
old man had died.
The blue energy field glowed brightly for a second then vanished without
a trace. It was as he had suspected. Without the help of the sixth, the elders were
unable to construct a force field strong enough to counter his high-energy attacks.
Having been scattered to the wind by his last attack, the remaining weakened old
men slowly struggled to rise to their feet. The intruder started towards them when
the glow in the background once again briefly captured his attention.
“Bengami!” Sheylah’s scream woke him from his thoughts as he stood
staring at the orb below him. “You killed him, you bastard!” The young girl sobbed
bitterly with tears of rage streaming down her face. Quickly forming a series of
hand-seals, she was determined to put a stop to this once and for all. Placing her
free right hand over her chest, she concentrated as a glowing mass of swirling
energy particles began to encircle her tightly-closed fist while whispering an ancient
enchantment to add even more devastating power to the spell.
“No, Sheylah don’t!” Erick warned, desperately trying to shake the haziness
from his eyes so that he could stop her before it was too late. This enemy was far
too strong for them to handle on their own. They needed to get help. The girl didn’t
hear him.
Completing the chant, she opened her eyes, which now glowed bright blue
with her internal energy. “Water skill of the Mizuki School, Swirling Mist Blast!”
She yelled the activation code for the technique while flinging her hand forward and
releasing a deadly ray of glowing blue sub-zero energy particles at her enemy. The
intruder, still covered in his impenetrable armor, didn’t even look up. He simply
raised his hand with palm facing outward and reflected the blast right back to her as
soon as it came in contact with his hand. The diameter of the blast increased twice
its original size as it sped back to the shocked young girl. Sheylah instinctively
raised her left arm in front of her face as a shield to protect it from the wave of
energy as it quickly swept over her.
Opening her eyes slowly, the girl soon realized she was lying on the floor
approximately fifteen meters away from Erick. A rigid chill ran down her spine. She
tried to move but couldn’t. Craning her neck to the right, she saw why. Her entire
body was encased in a huge chunk of ice. Uncertain of what to think about her
present situation, she desperately attempted to move her left hand, which lay frozen
solid under a thick coating of hardened ice. Nothing happened. Once again the rigid
chill of sheer cold ran down her spine as she came to the horrible realization that
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not only was she freezing, but she also couldn’t breathe. She could feel the flow of
blood slowing in her veins as her lungs began to scream for air.
“Sheylah!” Erick screamed, running to the girl’s side while desperately
searching for a way to free her from her cryogenic prison before she could suffocate.
Finding nothing, his frustration exploded into desperation as his feelings for this
particular girl began to overpower everything he had felt up to that point. Seeing
that his struggling was having absolutely no effect drove him into a fit of panic and
rage. “Sheylaaaaaah!” he screamed at the top of his lungs with such agony that it
rang throughout the temple. The intruder diverted his attention to the young boy to
see what was causing such a commotion.
As his enemy turned to face him, Erick instantly felt a searing heat welling
up inside of him. “Damn you!” he cried, the heat intensifying with his anger. His
dark brown hair began to stand on end and his eyes turned red with fury. A small
bolt of static red energy swept over him. Suddenly, he was gone.
Spinning around to his right, the intruder was just in time to receive a
heavy right cross to his face by a screaming Erick. The blow caught his
enemy full force in the jaw, causing his head to snap backwards. This was
followed with an equally devastating punch to the man’s stomach which sent him
doubling over in pain.
The intruder retaliated with a strong backhand to the boy’s face, catching
him off guard and leaving a large gash in his cheek. The blow seemed to have no
effect on him but instead left the intruder with an intense burning sensation in his
left hand. It was then that he realized that the boy’s body temperature was increasing
uncontrollably with his anger.
The enraged boy countered with a heavy left cross to his opponent’s temple.
The four remaining monks sat staring in awe as they watched their student exchange
blow for blow with his unusually strong opponent. They had never seen any of their
students display this much power before.
Using his golden armor to shield against Erick’s onslaught, the intruder
tried to fight back by punching Erick squarely on the chin. Once again, his attack
seemed to go unnoticed as Erick retaliated with a barrage of searing hot blows that
left burn marks on the his skin through his armor. Seeing an opening, Erick reached
out and grabbed the intruder by the face. For the first time since the fight began, the
intruder screamed in pain as Erick’s scorching hand completely melted through the
armor protecting his face and left a third-degree burn mark on it.
Lashing out, the intruder kicked the boy across the room and to the floor
below. The boy was bruised and bleeding from everywhere but seemed to take no
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notice of it. Landing on the floor, the intruder clutched his burning face in his hands.
Wasting no time, Erick rushed him.
Seeing the boy’s movement, the intruder instinctively formed another series
of defensive hand-seals and slammed his palm into what remained of the wooden
floor below. Standing quickly, he raised his right hand just as Erick was about to
take his head off with a heavy left hook. A huge, thick gate with two large black and
golden doors engraved with the face of a menacing eight-headed dragon suddenly
sprang up from the floor between him and his assailant. Erick slammed forcefully
into it on the other side. The impact the boy made forced the gate to concave a bit,
but the doors held solidly.
Hearing the bones snap in Erick’s arm, the intruder knew that his technique
had taken his assailant by surprise, causing him to lose his rhythm. Charging an
energy ball of his own, the intruder quickly cancelled the technique, causing the
gate to vanish. Seeing his enemy re-emerge from behind the solid metal obstacle,
Erick instinctively attacked him with his good right arm. The bones in his left arm
were shattered completely up to his shoulder.
He charged the intruder with a devastating right cross. Dodging quickly to
his left, the intruder watched as the young boy’s arm flew past him and collided
with the thick wooden temple wall behind him, embedding deeply into it. He was
sure the boy’s other hand was now broken as well. Again Erick seemed to take
absolutely no notice of it. He began to withdraw the length of his arm from the
gaping and smoldering hole he had made.
Seeing his opportunity, the intruder slyly pressed a glowing ball of energy
tightly to the boy’s stomach before letting it go. The flesh on Erick’s right hand was
ripped to shreds and filled with splinters as the pressurized ball of energy sent it
speeding from the hole it had made while propelling the boy from one side of the
temple to the other at breakneck speed. His body writhed in pain as the ball sent him
crashing completely through the opposite temple wall and into the night outside. A
few seconds later, a loud explosion was heard.
Knowing that reinforcements could arrive at any time, the weary intruder
turned his attention towards the glowing orb he had come to steal from
the temple. The light from it continued to radiate softly, filling the almost
entirely destroyed temple with its warm gentle glow. Realizing this might be the
last chance to achieve his goal, the man cleared everything else from his mind and
darted towards his objective as fast as he could.
“No!” two of the elder’s screamed, realizing that they were too far away to
stop him.

28

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

At last! the man thought gleefully to himself beginning to realize his dream.
“It’s mine!” he cried aloud, greedily reaching out to grasp the energy-filled ball of
light. The four elders watched in terror as their worst nightmare became a reality.
Just then the tip of the intruder’s finger came in contact with the orb.
A feeling of pure warmth filled his soul. He had never felt anything like it
before. His mind drifted into a trance. It was as if both his mind and his body began
to merge into one. Then, suddenly, he found himself being thrust back into reality.
“No!” he cried, only too late. The orb’s color quickly changed from a soft glowing
red to a fiery orange. “This can’t be...” he said, desperately searching for a way to
avoid what was about to take place.
The four elderly monks watched in astonishment as the orb flashed brightly
before shooting a powerful bolt of energy through the air and completely through
the torso of the intruder, stopping him dead in mid-flight. The man bellowed in pain
as sparks shot from his back. He had just started to fall to the ground when more
bolts of orange-colored energy began to forcefully penetrate his body, sending
violent spasms up and down the length of it.
“What the hell?” Takashi wondered aloud, watching the spectacle. The
intruder screamed again when yet another bolt of energy punished his already
battered body. The raw energy hit him so hard that it sent him flying across the
room and crashing to the floor below. Then as suddenly as they had begun, the
bolts of orange lightning ceased and once again the orb returned to casting its silent
shadows on the walls in the background. Slowly the bright orange light began to
fade and was replaced with the soft glowing red light which it usually emitted. The
elders watched, mesmerized by what they had just seen. None of them dared to
speak a word.
Streaming vapors of smoke rose from the intruder’s body, filling the entire
room with the stench of burnt flesh and hair. Miraculously, he slowly and painfully
began to rise to a hunched over standing position. He groaned in agony as a wave
of pain wracked his body. Large holes were burnt into his clothes from where the
lightning had struck him. Hearing voices approaching from outside of the temple,
the mortally wounded intruder knew that reinforcements had arrived. There was
nothing more he could do. His mission had failed.
Opening his terror-filled eyes, he wildly looked around the temple,
searching for the quickest escape route. Catching a wavering glimpse from one of
the elder monks, he could tell that the old man had still not completely recovered
from witnessing what had just happened.
The sound of rushing footsteps caught his attention as the first of the temple’s
reinforcements arrived. The man ran through a huge hole in what used to be one
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of the beautifully decorated walls of the temple before stopping dead in his tracks.
The amount of damage the temple had sustained clearly caught him by surprise.
Looking at the intruder, his expression of disbelief quickly turned into one of sheer
rage as he slowly began to piece together the series of events that had taken place.
The intruder met the man’s gaze. He growled menacingly like a caged jungle
animal. His eyes turned golden with rage. He was too badly beaten to defend himself
any longer. Shadows could be seen in the background behind his new enemy as the
rest of the reinforcements began to emerge from the dark night. There was only one
thing he could do. Focusing the last reserves of his energy, the man placed both of
his palms together and folded his fingers into a distinct pattern while channeling the
remainder of his energy into them.
Anticipating an attack, the man across from him placed the palm of his left
hand on what remained of the temple wall nearby. A green pattern of energy snaked
quickly along it towards the intruder. Suddenly, the trail stopped on the wall just
to the intruder’s right side before exploding outwards towards him while the wood
transformed into hundreds of long razor-sharp wooden needles. The needles found
their mark and pierced completely through the intruder’s body while lifting him
off his feet and skewering his broken frame to the wall on the opposite side of the
temple. The intruder didn’t move but instead stood there impaled on his attacker’s
countless wooden needles. A breeze swept past the newcomer, slightly ruffling his
clothes as it passed over him.
Sensing something was off, the newcomer cautiously advanced to where his
enemy stood pinned to the wall. That was when he noticed that the intruder’s face
was slowly beginning to chip away into small golden-colored flakes and fall to the
floor. Looking more closely, he could see that the inside of the intruder’s body was
empty. This was nothing more than an empty shell.
“Kawarimi no jutsu,” the newcomer noted to himself, recognizing the
mysterious technique the intruder had used to elude him. While he had heard of the
shadow replacement technique before, he had never met anyone who could use this
particular variation of it. It bothered him.
A few seconds later, a small crowd of people joined him, most of whom he
had met on the way to the temple. Two women brushed past him without saying a
word before coming to an abrupt halt.
“Dear God!” one of the young women whispered in disbelief, mirroring
the feelings of everyone in the crowd of arriving spectators. A man and a young
woman entered the room supporting a very weak Erick on their shoulders. The boy
couldn’t even stand. They had found him lying in the bushes about a third of a mile
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away from the temple on the way there. Recognizing the color of his clothes, the
two parents frantically hurried to revive their badly beaten son. He was still dazed
from the impact of the blast, which had sent him flying through the forest and into
the open where they were lucky enough to find him still alive. They could barely
make out what he was saying as the boy tried desperately to tell them what was
happening at the temple, but seeing his condition, they knew something terrible had
taken place.
“Mia!” one lady shrieked in horror spotting her daughter`s lifelessly form
lying in a dark corner of the ruined temple. She and her husband wasted no time
in darting to her side. The girl moaned in pain as her father tenderly picked her up
in his strong arms. Her missing arm and blood-soaked clothes instantly drove her
mother into a frenzy of tears as soon as she saw them.
The father looked silently upon the face of his little girl. She’d lost a lot
of blood, but at least she was still alive. He was sure that the elders could help her
recover. This was more than he could say for the parents of Bengami, who huddled
over the body of their son, desperately trying to revive him. However, the young
boy’s ki had long since faded from his body. Unable to control herself any longer,
the boy’s mother screamed in agony as her husband tried in vain to comfort her. The
halls of the temple echoed with her sorrow as she and her mate sobbed bitterly to
one another.
“Where’s Kilan?” a well-built man inquired blankly watching the scene. A
tremble of fear physically shook his body as he desperately searched for his missing
son. Noticing a piece of yellow cloth protruding from a large pile of dirt and rocks,
the man quickly grew silent as a sickening horror gripped him.
Saying nothing more he sprang over to the pile. Recognizing the ki pattern
of the binding spell that held his son as one from his own clan, the man quickly
formed a series of hand-seals in an attempt to cancel the technique; it was no use.
The spell continued to hold. Having no success, he dropped to his knees and started
digging through the dirt and rocks like a crazed animal to free his son, who lay
trapped helplessly below.
The four remaining adults still stood frozen at the mouth of the hole that
they had entered through. They knew something was going on when they’d heard
the first explosion which blew out the temple’s huge wooden door. They had started
on their way to the temple then. However, the small village in which they lived
was a good distance away from it. Although they easily covered the thirty-two mile
distance in less than twenty minutes, they knew that they still might arrive a little
too late to prevent what was taking place from happening. But never in their wildest
dreams could they have ever imagined what they were seeing in front of them.
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“Shey..lah,” Erick coughed while attempting to move towards a opaque
white silhouette that lay on the floor ten meters to his right. His left arm slipped off
of his mother’s shoulder and he began to collapse. Both parents quickly recovered
from their trance and caught him before he hit he floor.
“Erick, baby?” his concerned mother whispered gently, caressing his sweat
and blood-covered brow.
“Sheylah!” he coughed a little bit louder than he had before. This time he
managed to capture the attention of the other couple that was standing right beside
him. They followed his glance to the white chunk of ice lying on the floor a few
meters away from them. Both of them gasped in terror as the realization of what the
boy was trying to tell them finally set in. In seconds they were kneeling over the pile
of ice in which their daughter was encased.
“Sheylah!” the girl’s father choked as his hand instinctively reached out to
touch the head of his daughter, only to be stopped by the freezing cold layer of ice
which created a barrier between them. Unsure of what to do the man sank back to
where his wife was frozen in shock.
“Hold him,” Erick’s father instructed his wife as he gently shifted the rest
of the boy’s bodyweight over to her control. Turning around he quickly joined the
other two parents who were sitting helplessly beside their daughter. “Get back,” he
instructed them both, closing his eyes. Seconds later his hands were surrounded by
swirling waves of fire.
“What are you doing?” the girl’s mother demanded promptly.
“She’s still alive,” Erick’s father surmised, noticing a minute twitching of
the girl’s left little finger. “I’m going see if I can melt her out while there’s still
time,” he said, not knowing how much longer the girl could go on with no oxygen
supply.
“No, don’t!” his wife warned him just as he raised his hand to deliver a
heated blast of air over the length of the ice. “It could send her into shock,” she
reasoned.
The man swore, realizing his wife’s theory was correct. “I can’t just do
nothing,” he declared, being overwhelmed by a feeling of helplessness. “If we don’t
get her out of there soon, she’ll suffocate!” he argued heatedly.
“Leave that to me,” the voice of an older man instructed, approaching the
group from behind. The man turned to see a battered Keiichi gingerly making his
way towards him. Suddenly it dawned on him that it was this particular teacher’s
gift to sometimes heal extensive wounds, even broken bones. His power had no
effect on the dead and particularly devastating wounds he couldn’t heal, but the gift
definitely had its advantages.
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“Please help her!” Sheylah’s mother pleaded with all of her heart as the old
man knelt down beside the girl’s body.
“Frozen solid,” he observed, carefully running his hand over the smooth
cold ice. Erick’s father took a small step backwards giving the elder even more
room to work. Completely confident in his teacher’s abilities, he turned his attention
to where Mia’s parents were nursing the wounds on the now conscious young girl.
Though her arm was missing, she seemed to be recovering slowly. Perhaps with
enough care the elders would even be able to repair her damaged limb.
Glancing to his right he saw that Kilan’s father had, through much effort,
managed to free his trapped son from the debris which had held him. The young
man was hunched over all fours coughing dirt and gravel from his throat. Like the
others, the boy was badly beaten and had would need time to heal, but at least he
was still alive. He’ll be fine, the man thought to himself, once again turning his
attention to his master.
“There it is,” Keiichi whispered aloud, rubbing gently on a rugged piece of
ice which jutted out slightly unevenly from the rest of it. Turning his hand to where
the back of his fist was facing the ice, he simply raised an index finger and bent it
again at the second joint.
The girl’s parents watched curiously as the old man quickly tapped the
uneven piece of ice with the knuckle of his raised index finger. For the first few
seconds nothing happened and the girl’s parents began to wonder if the technique
had worked. Just then, the tip of the ice began to crack. Suddenly, the entire chunk
of ice shattered and crumpled to nothing more than millions of tiny ice particles
surrounding the girl.
The two parents eagerly scooped their daughter up. The girl was far from
being out of danger. The old man slumped back into a sitting position on the floor. It
was clear that the use of the technique combined with the severe beating he’d taken
had left him exhausted.
“Come on, baby!” Sheylah’s father pleaded, gently shaking the freezing
young girl in his arms in an attempt to get her to start breathing again. Her lips and
skin had begun to turn a light blue color, indicating that she had begun to succumb
to the cold. Holding her nose, the man placed his mouth on hers and breathed a
lungful of air into her. Her mother watched silently before sighing in relief as the
young girl coughed once before beginning to breath heavily, saturating her lungs
with the oxygen they needed.
“Sheylah!” her mother whispered, placing her hand on her daughter’s wet
brow. She was as cold as death itself.
“C…Co...Cold,” the girl finally managed to stutter, beginning to come
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back to her senses. Although her clan possessed the inherited power to control
the elements of water and ice to a small degree, that didn’t mean that they were
completely immune to their effects.
“Poor thing. She’s chilled to the bone!” Erick’s mother commented as she
helped her struggling son over to where the girl was lying. The girl’s parents began
to rub her down, massaging her limbs in order to increase her blood flow and warm
her up.
“Allow me,” Erick’s mother volunteered, settling her son down to a
comfortable sitting position on the ground before joining the group. Placing both
hands over the girl’s body, her palms began to glow a soft orange as the area around
them became warm. Understanding the idea, the girl’s parents consented and slowly
sat the girl upright. Erick’s mother tenderly set to work massaging the girl’s neck
and shoulders with her warm touch.
Erick’s father watched the scene for a little while longer before turning to
face Keiichi and the other three old men, who were just now joining him. “What
the hell happened here?” he demanded, looking for answers to the one question that
hung in everyone’s mind.
“We were attacked,” one of the old men replied somewhat timidly.
“Well that’s rather obvious, isn’t it?” Erick’s father exploded, his temper
flaring. By nature he wasn’t a very patient man. He could tell that there was something
the old man was trying to hide from him. The elder took a step backward, clearly
astounded by his student’s outburst. The younger man glared at him intensely.
Uh, oh, Erick’s mother, whose name was Vivian, thought to herself, knowing
full well how her husband’s anger could sometimes get the better of him. Erick
watched as she looked to her husband and then back to the girl she was holding. He
could tell that she wanted to do something to prevent her husband from getting into
a full-blown argument with the four remaining old men. Saying nothing he held out
his broken left arm and slid a little closer to her.
His mother smiled. She knew full well the secret feelings her son possessed
for the girl who she now held shivering in her arms. Saying nothing, she carefully
handed the beautiful young lady over to his care before silently rising and walking
towards her husband. The boy held the girl gently in his arms.
“Erick...” Sheylah whispered sweetly, gazing into his deep brown eyes. She
could tell that even holding her was causing him a great amount of pain, although
he did his best not to show it.
Gazing back into her eyes, he could see that she was worried about him.
“Shhh, rest, everything’s going to be ok,” he assured her while carefully wrapping
his broken arms around her and pulling her closer to him so she could rest her head

34

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

on his chest. This done, he slowly closed his eyes.
The girl noticed that she was beginning to feel a lot better as the boy slowly
and carefully raised his own body temperature in order to keep her warm. The
warmth he radiated from his body as well as the warmth she felt from his gentle
embrace was unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. Soon she was fast
asleep.
Erick’s mother continued to walk until she stood slightly beside her husband,
who still stood glaring intensely at the elderly monk. “Koji, calm down. I’m sure
they will tell us what happened, just be patient,” she whispered to him in a soothing
tone as she tenderly rubbed his left shoulder. The technique seemed to have worked.
Her husband relaxed.
“Forgive me,” he apologized to his teacher for his rudeness. The elder man
nodded in acceptance.
“Master,” Mia’s mother interrupted as the rest of the group gathered around.
“Tell us, what did happen here tonight?” she continued as respectfully as she could
while looking at Bengami’s parents across the room. The other two teachers were
with them offering consolation for the death of their son.
“I’ll tell you,” Keiichi said, taking a seat on the floor. He began to tell them
the story of what had taken place that night.
“So, you still don’t know who it could have been?” Kilan’s father inquired
after hearing the story.
“None, I’m afraid,” Takashi replied, his voice faltering slightly. Erick’s
father looked at him briefly. He could tell the old man was hiding something.
“It’s getting late,” Shinji observed, looking at the stars through one of the
newly-made holes in the roof courtesy of Erick’s deflected attack. “There is much
to be considered. But for the moment I think it would be best if you all went home
and got some rest,” he continued, smiling warmly before rising up from his sitting
position. No one could argue with him. The events of that night had successfully
managed to wear everyone out, including the parents of the children.
Saying very little, the parents thanked their four teachers before leaving and
going their separate ways for the night. Bengami’s parents would be escorted home
by one of the temple’s remaining attendants later after the boy’s funeral arrangements
had been made. Some of the other villagers would come in the morning and begin
repairs on the temple, while still others would attend to the task of removing all of
the dead bodies and giving them a proper burial.
A deep uncertainty hung in the air as the remaining four young people’s
parents escorted them home. In all the time it had been there, no one had ever dared
to invade their village until now. And no matter how hard they tried to shake it,

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

35

none of them could help but feel that there was more to what had happened that
night than met the eye.
The four elders remained in the temple for the rest of the night, each of them
pondering deeply the events that had taken place. The light from the orb captured
their attention briefly as its warm light filled the room, continuing to dance on the
walls around them. Not since the days of the Kuragami had they been so ruthlessly
attacked. Shinji was right. There was much to consider and very little time to do it
in.

CHAPTER 2
Hard Decision

The energy from the orb radiated throughout the entire temple as night
continued to pass without further incident. The four remaining elders sat in deep
meditation around the glowing ball of energy which they were so solemnly sworn
to protect. The light from it played across their faces almost as if it were speaking
to each of them in its own gentle way.
Just then two men on horseback approached the temple. Dismounting their
steeds, they entered escorted by the messenger who had been sent to summon them
earlier that night. The men stopped at the huge hole where the temple door had once
stood. The messenger proceeded past them. Nearing the four elderly men, the satinclothed young man kneeled before them and announced their arrival. The elders
lifted their heads.
“Come closer,” Masato instructed the two middle-aged men. Silently they
entered the temple and stood before the elders.
“Master,” both men said respectfully, kneeling before him.
“No need for that,” Takashi stated with a weak but friendly smile. “Please
sit,” he instructed them.
Taking comfortable sitting positions on the floor, the two men waited in
silence for further instructions from the elders. After a few moments, the young
messenger who had escorted them to the temple brought them some tea. Bowing
to them and his masters, the young man excused himself. He had been instructed
to wait outside of the temple while the six men had their meeting. He hadn’t been
informed as to the nature of the meeting or told why he had been instructed to
summon these two particular men at such a late hour. Although he was too far away
to hear exactly what they were saying, judging by the condition the temple was now
in; he knew that whatever the meeting was about was very important.
The meeting lasted for three hours before the two strangers rose from their
sitting positions. The boy peeked around the corner just long enough to see the two
men stand while the four remaining elders each bowed to them in respect. He found
this to be very odd indeed.
“Makushima-kun,” Shinji called to him. “These men have traveled a great
distance for such a late hour. Please see to it that they have a room for the night as
well as food and water for their horses,” he instructed. Nodding in compliance, the
young boy hurried to fulfill his master’s wishes.
36
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Having made sure his guests and their horses were attended to, Makushima
returned to his room in the eastern quarter of the temple. Surprisingly, this section
of the temple had sustained very little damage during the battle which had taken
place earlier that night. Fortunately for him, he had been away on an errand when
the attack had happened so he didn’t really have too clear a picture of what exactly
had occurred. All he really knew was that the temple was a wreck and two of his
teachers as well as his lifelong friend who helped him tend to the six old men were
now dead. His heart mourned for them.
Upon his initial return to the temple that night, he had been given the task
of escorting Bengami’s parents back home for the night. The two parents barely
said a word as they slowly made their way back to their village. He had no clue
as to what was going to happen next. Feeling the need to quiet his troubled mind,
the young boy folded his legs and began to breathe deeply. A few minutes later, he
found himself in deep meditation.
He woke with a start. Rising quietly to his feet, Makushima peered around
his room. He had no idea of what had stirred him from his trance. A wave of
uncertainty washed over him. Fearing another intruder had managed to sneak into
the now unguarded temple, he instinctively grabbed the wooden bo staff he kept by
his door before stepping into the dark hallway. Glancing around the corner of his
room, the young boy warily surveyed his surroundings. The temple’s torches had
long since been extinguished, signifying that everyone had turned in for the night.
Detecting no movement in the distance, Makushima cautiously made his
way to the central section of the temple. Although everything appeared to be in
order, he knew that something was very wrong. For some unknown reason, the
temple felt unusually cold. A vacant feeling crept into his soul.
Walking past the quarters of his four remaining masters, he debated as to
whether he should wake them or not. He decided to wait until his investigation
was completed before resorting to that course of action. Heading farther down the
corridor and to his right, he came to the main corridor that connected the east wing
to the main part of the temple.
As he made his way through the narrow passage a gust of cold air swept
over his body, sending chills down his spine. In all of his years tending to the elders,
he could never recall the temple feeling so cold and empty. For the first time the
light from the sacred orb, which they were sworn to protect, no longer danced in the
shadows and the gentle warmth that radiated from it could no longer be felt. Upon
entering the temple’s main chamber he saw why.
In the center of the temple, where the mystical orb had once rested, there
was now nothing more than an empty wooden altar. The bo staff fell from his hands
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as the young boy stood and stared in disbelief at what he was now seeing
For well over 800 years, the sacred orb had remained in the temple. No
mortal man, even the elders themselves could touch it without being killed instantly
by its mystical and awesome power. Yet in the few hours that had passed since he’d
last seen it, someone had managed to wrest it from it’s altar and remove it from the
temple. Overcoming his bewilderment, the young man immediately ran to inform
his teachers.
Judging from the hoof marks and dried mud he’d noticed on the floor, it
appeared that two horses had been used during the heist. He didn’t need to count
straws to figure out that the two men he’d escorted earlier that evening were directly
involved. Reaching the elders’ sleeping chamber the young boy wasted no time in
announcing his arrival. Instead he swung the door open and sprinted inside.
The room was beautifully decorated and much more spacious than its small
wooden entrance initially suggested. To his surprise, Makushima found all four of
the old men fully awake and in deep discussion with one another. Catching a quick
glimpse from Keiichi, he stopped abruptly in his tracks. The four men halted their
discussion and turned their attention towards him.
He started to tell them that the orb had been stolen, but for some reason he
hesitated. By the calm yet troubled expressions on their faces, he could tell that they
were already aware of what had taken place. But if this was the case, why weren’t
they doing anything about it? How could they allow for such a thing to happen? A
flood of uncertainty washed over him as he looked to his teachers for answers.
Smiling gently, Takashi motioned for him to come closer. It was obvious that
they had been expecting his arrival. Saying nothing, the young boy stood in front
of his teacher. The old man casually placed a hand on his shoulder. “Makushimakun,” he began handing the boy a small scrolled message. “There’s something that
we need for you to do.”
The sun shone brilliantly in a cloudless blue sky, its bright yellow glow
pleasantly warming everything that it touched. Erick was forced to shield his eyes
with his tightly bandaged left hand as he squinted to see what was just beyond his
field of view. A cluster of birds took to flight having been startled by his approach.
He smiled to himself as he watched the last of them scuttle across the hard dirt road
he was traveling on before quickly soaring high into the sky.
Feeling a dull pain in his left side, he decided the time had finally come for
him to take a rest. Plopping the heavy bucket of water he was carrying in his right
hand, which had healed somewhat from the previous battle thanks to his mother’s
tender care, down squarely on the hard dirt road, he watched as some of its contents
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spilled over the sides.
Unconcerned with the insignificant loss, the boy reached upwards, stretching
his good right hand and his still mending left one to the sky above. It had been four
days since the terrible incident at the temple and he hadn’t been back to it since.
This was the first time he had been outside since his parents had carried
him home. He had spent the other three days in bed recovering from his wounds.
Noticing a throbbing pain in his shoulder, he realized that although he hadn’t
recovered completely from the battle, he was progressing quickly. Lowering his
arms, he couldn’t help wondering how his other friends were doing.
Feeling a little bit more refreshed, he once again picked up the bucket of
water and continued on his way. His mother needed a large amount of it for cooking
lunch that afternoon. What she didn’t use for that and dinner later on that night
would be used to water the plants in her garden. She loved plants and took great
pride in her beautiful garden. She often invested a large amount of her time in
maintaining its beauty.
I’d better get a move on it before Mom starts worrying, he thought to
himself, recalling his mother’s reluctance to let him perform this simplest of chores
even after he assured her for the ninth time that he was ok. He quickly increased his
pace, being careful not to spill any more of the water from the bucket. Of course he
realized that he could have been there in a matter of seconds if he had utilized his
inherited ability to teleport. However, the day was so pleasant and he’d been shut
up in the house so long that he just couldn’t pass up a good walk.
“I’m back!” he called, announcing his return while entering through the
front door of his rather large old Japanese-style home. Setting the bucket down on
the wooden floor he stooped down and slid off both of the slipper-like shoes he was
wearing before picking up his load and carrying it into the house.
The house had been masterfully crafted by one of the village architects. It
was constructed mostly of wood and used very little metal. The sliding rice paper
doors provided an elegant yet effective air of privacy. All of the households of the
five holy Ryukage clans lived in houses like this one. Although everyone in their
small village was well-to-do, it was this high standard of living that put them in a
distinctive class of their own.
“Mother,” the young boy called, noticing for the first time that nobody had
answered his call. He knew that both of his parents had to be home because both of
them were unemployed. Neither of them had need of a job since they were royalty.
His father did teach some of the ancient Ryukage fighting styles to some of the
children in the village, but only as a hobby.
“Father,” he called as once again his previous call had gone unanswered.
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Hmm, strange, he thought to himself walking into the kitchen and setting the rather
large container of water down beside a huge bin that was filled to the brim with long
white grains of rice. Curiously, he walked to the room where his parents slept. He
stopped briefly and called out to them before looking in. No one was there. He was
beginning to think that they had gotten worried and gone looking for him when he
heard a faint sound coming from the back entrance of the house. The boy breathed
a sigh of relief as he recognized his mother’s soft voice. He went to join her on the
patio in the back part of the house.
“Mother?” he called, stepping from the house out into the bright sunlight
where both of his parents were standing. Both of them continued to remain silent.
Somewhat curious as to what had captivated their attention, he followed their gaze
down the packed dirt road that was directly in back of their house. He saw a young
boy clad in a tidy black uniform running down the street away from his house. A
messenger? he inquired silently to himself.
“Erick,” his mother called to him for the second time. Smiling, the boy
returned his attention to the beautiful young woman who had given birth to him.
Being as old as she was, his mother didn’t look a day past twenty-five. Many people
often confused them with being brother and sister. His father looked to be about in
his thirties. He was a gruff looking man with dark brown hair and brown eyes, but
his heart was as warm as a fur coat in summer.
Keenly sensing that something wasn’t right, the smile faded from his lips.
His parents turned to face him. A slight strain of concern could be detected in their
eyes. It made him feel uneasy.
“What’s wrong?” he inquired slowly. It wasn’t like his parents to appear so
downcast. He had never seen them like this before. Something was definitely not
right.
“Erick,” his mother started again. “We just received a message from the
elders,” she continued before being cut off by her husband.
“They wish to see you today,” his father finished.
“What for?” Erick asked, clearly confused and concerned at the suddenness
of the request.
“I don’t know,” his father admitted, placing a comforting hand around his
son’s shoulder. Erick could tell that his father was about as nervous as he was. They
had good reason to be.
The elders were the highest ranking and most well respected individuals in
the village. They were as ancient as the stars themselves and had spent their entire
lives in seclusion from the rest of the villagers. Very few people were actually
allowed to see them. Rumored to be the wisest men on the planet, their only purpose
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in life was to protect the sacred orb located in the temple. It wasn’t like them to
request company. Whatever was going on, it had to be important.
“Oh well, I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” his mother said, forcing
herself to smile in order to lighten up the mood despite her concern. “You’d better
go get ready,” she continued.
“Right,” the young boy agreed, nodding his head. Saying nothing more, he
slowly turned and walked to his room. His thoughts were a mass of confusion as he
undressed himself. His mind continued to search for a reason as to why the elders
would want to see him on such short notice. He quickly bathed himself before
going outside and sliding into the boiling water of the natural hot spring that his
house had been built around. The scalding hot water felt good on his naked skin.
All the stiffness soon left his body as his bruised and tight muscles began to relax.
He sat there for a moment.
“Why would they want to see me?” he thought aloud, carefully going over
the events of the past few days in his mind. From what he had heard, Bengami’s
funeral date had been set for next week in order to give everyone time to rest up
and recover from their wounds. He couldn’t think of any reason why the elders
would change the schedule on such short notice, especially considering that they
were probably in no better shape than he was. He soon found himself wondering if
he had in some way managed to inadvertently offend one of the old men. Not being
able to come up with anything brash enough for them to send for him by name, he
finally decided to let the subject go for a while.
Closing his eyes, he allowed his mind to drift. He found himself wondering
how Sheylah was doing. He was sure that she would recover from her injuries with
no problems. He just hoped that she wouldn’t be too embarrassed about what had
happened between them that night. They both tried to keep their feelings for each
other a well-hidden secret. But although neither of them actually told the other
exactly how they felt, he was sure she could tell how much he cared for her.
They were both the same age. Soon they would be old enough to marry.
He often found himself thinking about how he was going to pop the question to
her. But as of yet he hadn’t come up with anything positive. Perhaps it was time he
consulted his parents as to his future plans.
His skin had long since turned a dark reddish color from the heat seeping
further into his pores. He cupped his hands under the hot water and splashed it
over his face before looking into the sky. Judging by the position of the sun, he
estimated the time to be about two hours till noon. He still had to get his clothes
ready. Sighing, he once again splashed a handful of hot water over his head before
getting out of the hot spring. Wrapping himself in a towel, he slid into his bathing
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slippers and entered the house.
Sliding his room door open, he spied a neatly arranged selection of clothing
folded and sitting on top of his futon. He chuckled lightly to himself. His mother
always seemed to be one step ahead of him. Not only was she smart, she also had
good taste in clothing. He quickly dressed himself in the ceremonial formal wear
that his mother had selected for him. The robes were beautifully designed in his
family’s colors with the crest of his clan embroidered on the back.
Noticing the necklace of large dark brown ceremonial beads his mother had
placed on top of his dresser, he picked it up and began rolling one of the marble
stones around in his hand. They were beautifully crafted, but he hated wearing them
nonetheless.
“Oh well,” he said, sliding the heavy stone necklace around his neck. He
quickly combed his hair with his fingers before sliding into his soft-soled tabi shoes
before checking to see if his parents were ready to leave.
His mother stopped to look at her handsomely dressed son as he casually
strolled into the kitchen before grinning and nodding her head in approval. She had
just finished preparing some food for the journey ahead. The temple was only thirty
miles from the village in which they lived. Since they were walking, it would take
them a good while to get there. Seeing as how they hadn’t really eaten anything that
day, she figured they might get a little hungry on the way.
By the time he had finished getting dressed, his mother had already prepared
two baskets full of food as well as a fruit basket, which she would present to the
elders as a gift. If there was one thing he could never understand about his mother,
it was how she could prepare such a huge feast in so little time.
“You ready to go?” his father asked him, throwing a large pack of things
onto his shoulders. This pack mostly contained the two baskets of food along with
some camping necessities for just in case the weather turned sour on them on the
return trip home. He didn’t want to make Erick push himself in any way until his
injuries had completely healed so he figured he’d better take the extra gear just in
case they needed to stop for a rest. Both he and his wife were dressed in the same
manner as Erick. They clearly wanted to make a good impression on the elders
when they saw them.
Erick nodded his consent. He felt the chill of doubt flow down his spine.
His mind once again searched for any reason he could possibly think of as to why
the elders would be summoning him. The fact that he couldn’t think of anything
scared him. I guess I’ll find out what this is all about sooner or later, he reasoned to
himself.
“Well then, let’s be off,” his mother said, picking up the beautifully arranged
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basket of fruit and flowers that she had just finished preparing. Seeing a small vine
hanging lethargically on the outside of the basket, she tucked it back in and fussed
with the contents a little bit longer before smiling in approval. Looking up, she
noticed a slightly bored look on her husband’s face. He had been ready to go for the
past five minutes. She knew he was getting restless.
“Let’s go,” she repeated, placing her free right arm around her son’s shoulder
and giving him a hug. She placed a brief kiss upon his forehead before releasing
him. Erick stood silent, pretending to pay no real attention to his mother’s public
display of affection. He didn’t really mind it at all, it just seemed less appropriate
to play along with the gesture now that he was getting older, but he knew that his
mother didn’t see it that way.
Not that it really mattered. So long as she didn’t do it in public where other
people could see, his pride would be secure for one more day. “All right, you two,
come on,” his father said, running them both out of the house. He locked the door
and they were soon on their way.
Very few words were spoken as the small family traveled down the long dirt
road that led to their destination. The temple was located at the top of the mountain
on which they lived. The meeting was scheduled to take place in the early evening.
There was no need to rush. They had plenty of time.
The path they were traveling was a trail that had been made by the first of
their ancestors who had come to the mountain so long ago. It had originally started
off as nothing more than a narrow foot trail that began at the top of the mountain
and led to the valley below. The original inhabitants of this land had used this path
on a daily basis because it was the easiest way to get water from the large river
that flowed down the mountain. This took place long before the villages had been
built.
Very few trees had been cut to clear the trail. Because of this, it remained
too narrow for the use of wagons and large carts. Due to this fact, many people
nowadays found the route to be too much of an inconvenience for them to use so
the road was hardly ever traveled. The path cut straight through the large forest that
spread itself across the entire mountain. Because of this, the area around it was able
to maintain its natural beauty. The forest was full of plants and various forms of
wildlife.
Erick strolled casually ahead of his parents. They both looked at him
momentarily. The boy seemed to be enjoying the trip immensely. They were sure
that being shut up in the house for three days straight had something to do with
it. Erick had always had a thing for nature. Even as a child, he would run off into
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the woods and not return for days on end. Of course, this didn’t really sit that well
with his mother and he often got in serious trouble for doing just that. However,
that never stopped him from doing it whenever the opportunity presented itself. His
spirit was too free to allow him to do otherwise; nature just seemed to call out to
him.
For a boy who was approximately in his late teens by human standards,
Erick was extremely mature for his age. He was very intelligent and although his
quick temper sometimes got the best of him, he usually took time to think things
through before coming to a conclusion. He had his father’s eyes as well as his build.
He also had his father’s temperament. Both of them had explosive tempers and
loved the thrill of battle. This made the two ideal sparring partners for each other.
Though his father was a master of the Fire Skill Techniques of the Hi-kaze
School, Erick could still give him a run for his money when it came to a fight.
Occasionally, he even beat him. Now that he was getting older, his victories were
becoming more frequent. The older man, who was by no means a gracious loser,
would simply smile when this happened and compliment his top student on his
skill. He was sure that his son would surpass him one day. It made him feel good to
know that someone would be around to carry the clans after he departed.
The Hi-kaze School was named after the clan who founded it. The school’s
techniques were based on the characteristics of the element: fire. This made them
brash and highly destructive. There were four other schools in the Ryukage province
that were almost exactly the same as this one. The province itself was named after
the five clans that founded these schools. Each of the five schools was started in
the same exact manner as the others. However, the techniques of each school were
based on different elements. Therefore, very few of the techniques of one school
mirrored those of another.
The Five Element Schools of the Ryukage, as they were often referred to,
had been around long before Erick’s ancestors had ever settled on this mountain.
No one really knew the story as to how they originated. Unlike other schools in
the province, the Five Element Schools of the Ryukage rarely accepted outsiders
into their ranks. The schools were reserved only for those who were direct blood
descendents of the clan that founded the school. Erick’s father didn’t quite agree
with the idea of keeping the skills of his school so secretive. He could often be found
teaching the small children of his village some of the basic fighting techniques of
the Hi-kaze.
Erick’s father was a direct blood descendent of the man who had founded
the school so many years ago. He and his mother had been betrothed to each other
at a very young age. Although his mother wasn’t originally from one of the five
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Ryukage clans, she had been allowed the honor of becoming a student of the sacred
school.
Years ago, most of the marriages that took place in the households of the five
traditional Ryukage clans were prearranged. The parents of a child would usually
go into town and begin selecting a mate for their son or daughter as soon as they
reached puberty. Once they found someone to wed their child, they would survey
the potential soul mate as well as the child’s family for some time to see if they
were really the kind of people that they would want in their household. The clans
were very particular in who they selected to carry on their bloodlines.
After watching the family for a while, if they met the strict standards that
most of the clans had set for themselves, the parents of the child whom the bride
or groom was being selected for would summon the parents of the prospective
family. They would discuss things for a while. If the parents agreed to allow for the
marriage to be arranged, the child as well as their immediate family would become
a branch-family of the Ryukage household. If they didn’t agree, they would be
allowed to return to their ordinary lives. The search would then continue until a
mate was found.
That was some time ago. Now, most of the clans allowed for their young
men to go out and select their own wives. For the female descendants however, the
practice of arranged marriages was still common.
Once a male descendant of one of the five clans found a girl he liked and the
couple was engaged, the girl would then move into the household. There she would
begin her bridal training under the instruction of her soon-to-be mate’s mother. She
would also begin her training in the martial arts techniques of the particular clan
into which she would marry. The reason for this training was to give her a better
understanding of the duties and responsibility that her husband would be expected
to carry out.
Erick had never spoken to his parents on the subject of marriage and they
in turn had never brought it to his attention. They both figured that his time would
come soon enough. Their only major concern on the issue was how the elders would
respond to his request once they learned that the girl he had intended to wed was
from one of the other clans.
Previously inner-clan marriages had been strictly forbidden for a various
number of reasons. However that tradition was now centuries old and times had
changed a lot since then. They could only hope that the elders would be more
accepting this time around. If not, well, they`d cross that bridge when it finally
came...
The road that the family was traveling down had long since transformed
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from hard-packed dirt into soft green foliage as their trip took them farther into the
forest. They hadn’t been traveling very long and already they were halfway to the
top of the mountain.
We’re almost there, Erick thought to himself, noting how much distance
they had covered in so little time. He estimated that they had been traveling for
approximately three hours. He had never realized how far a walk the temple was
from his house until then because he had always just used his ability to teleport
from one point to the other. His legs were beginning to tire; he knew that he was
still weakened from the fight before. From the corner of his eye he caught a worried
glance from his mother. She could always tell when something was bothering him.
Forcing a smile, he signaled to her that he was ok.
“Erick,” a voice approaching him from his left side called. Recognizing
the voice immediately, he turned to find Kilan and family making their way over
towards them. His mother was riding a beautiful brown horse. In her arms she held
a small infant who slept soundly in her tender grasp. Erick had never seen the child
before. Must be his little sister, he surmised, recalling that Kilan did say that his
mother was pregnant with a little girl some time ago.
“Well, look who we have here,” Koji stated, warmly grasping the elder
man’s hand and giving it a hearty shake.
“Reuben, Mihoshi, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Vivian stated in
surprise.
“We received a message from the elders earlier this morning. They requested
that we come to the temple,” Kilan’s mother explained to her while gently cradling
her newborn daughter in her petite little arms.
“You too?” Koji asked, turning his attention to her.
“You received the same invitation?” Reuben inquired, a quizzical expression
crossing his brow.
“Yes,” Koji replied.
The two families stood quietly for a moment. It was clear that both parties
were completely unaware of the other’s participation in whatever was about to take
place at the temple. It made them uneasy.
“Kilan, what’s this all about?” Erick whispered to the other young man who
was standing directly to his left.
“I don’t know,” Kilan admitted frankly. Save for a few minor scratches and
bruises, he seemed to have completely recovered from the events of the past four
days. “We’ll just have to find out when we get to the temple,” he replied coolly.
The two families continued their journey through the vast overgrowth of
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trees and shrubs. The two men led the way, speaking to one another on various
subjects that affected their daily lives. The two women followed behind chatting
casually. Erick and Kilan brought up the rear. Very few words passed between the
two of them as they traveled along the dusty trail. Kilan glanced at Erick from the
corner of his eye. The younger man kicked a small pebble, sending it skipping off
of the trail directly in front of them.
Although neither of them really new each other that well, Kilan could tell
that Erick was nervous. He wondered if he was thinking the same thing that had
been going through his own mind for the past four days. He desperately wanted to
know who the man they had battled with a few nights before was.
Even though the two families were actually kinsmen, they didn’t really
know each other all that well. They all lived in different areas of the mountain in
their own respective sections of the village. Very seldom did members from two
different clans cross paths. It was even more of a rarity for members of all five clans
to be gathered in the same place at one time. It was one of the rules instated by the
elders to maintain the integrity of each of the individual clans. However, there was
one exception.
Once every five years the Festival of Light was held in the village of Kyutu,
which was located on the northwest side of the mountain. It was a grand festival
which lasted seven full days. People would come from miles around to take part in
the celebration of life. But this wasn’t the only reason they came.
During this time, the elders would hold a great martial arts competition. It
was a huge competition which was attended by hundreds of skilled fighters from
across the mountain. It was also the only time in five years that the villagers not
only got to see the elders outside of the temple, but when they could also see all of
the members of the five holy Ryukage clans gathered in one place at the same time.
They too were always there to participate in the tournament.
The competition served two purposes. It wasn’t only designed to find the
best fighter in the region, it was also designed to allow the elders to see how strong
the clans continued to grow and judge which one had grown the strongest over the
past five years. Kilan had just barely managed to defeat Erick for the title in the
last tournament. The fight had lasted for well over two hours. In addition to making
Kilan the reigning champion like his father had been after defeating Sheylah’s father
fifteen years earlier, it also created a sort of rivalry between Erick and himself. Even
so, the two still held each other in the highest respect.
Erick and his counterpart continued to trail behind the two families as they
neared the temple. “Well, here we are,” Ruben stated wistfully upon reaching what
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remained of the temple’s outer perimeter. Although the workers had already begun
the reconstruction of the temple, it was still in a completely demolished state from
the battle. It would take months to repair the damage it had sustained. The four
adults began to unpack their belongings while Erick and Kilan received the task
of tending to his mother’s horse. This done, they both quickly participated in the
ceremonial cleansing before entering the temple.
Upon entering the temple’s courtyard area, they both froze immediately.
“Kilan…” Erick started.
The elder boy cut him off with a slight gesture of his hand. “Something’s not
right,” he stated, mirroring the younger boy’s suspicions. Like the other members
of their families, both Erick and Kilan shared a distinct connection with the temple
and the elders that watched over it. It was this connection that informed them the
temple had been in danger four nights earlier.
“Erick, Kilan, over here,” a familiar voice called from inside of the temple.
Looking to their right they saw Mia standing by with her parents. Her severed arm
was still bandaged from four nights ago, but otherwise she seemed to be mostly
recovered from the battle.
The two boys were about to greet her when their parents joined them. The
families then exchanged greetings before preparing to enter the temple. A strange
feeling hung in the air and it was obvious that of the three families that had been
summoned to the temple, none of them had any idea as to why. The uncertainty
made them all very anxious.
Having paid their respects at the door, the group entered the temple, where
a young man dressed in black met them. They instantly recognized him as the
messenger they had been contacted by earlier that day. The young man then
instructed the group to follow him into the temple. Instead of taking them through
the front of the demolished building, the messenger led them around to the left
side and into a totally different section of the main building. Though everyone in
the group could sense something abnormal about the temple as a whole, they were
more concerned with why the elders wanted to speak with them on such a short
notice. The messenger led the group to a large room where the remaining four
elders were patiently awaiting their arrival. The four old men sat on the left side of
the room while directly in front of them sat the families of Sheylah and Bengami.
What’s going on here? Erick thought to himself, removing his shoes before
stepping on the tan-colored tatami matting which covered the entire floor. Looking
up, he caught a quick glance from Sheylah, who was sitting beside her father. Like
the others, she seemed to be almost fully recovered from the battle. Blushing slightly,
the girl smiled to him before turning her attention back to the elders kneeling in
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front of them.
Looking past her, he noted that Bengami’s younger brother, Ryo, sat quietly
with his parents. The younger boy glanced back at him briefly before being scolded
by his mother. The three remaining families joined the other two on the floor in
front of the elders before bowing respectfully to the four old men, who surprisingly
returned the gesture.
A brief silence followed as the young messenger shut the thin rice paper
shoji-style door behind them and silently took up a standing position behind the
elders.
Shinji started the meeting by pointing to Erick, Mia, Kilan and Sheylah and
instructing them to form a front row in front of the rest of their families. After doing
so, he began.
“I suppose you’re all wondering why we’ve summoned you here today,” he
stated in a gentle tone of voice.
“Yes, Master,” the five teens nodded in acknowledgment.
“Well, first let me say that we wish to thank you all for your bravery and
commitment in the events of four nights ago. Especially you young Erick. Had it
not been for your timely intervention, things would have been far worse,” he said
looking directly at the young boy.
“Thank you, master,” Erick said, bowing again to his teacher.
The older man nodded before turning his attention to Bengami’s family.
“Your son was a strong and very brave young man. He gave his all to protect us
and the orb. We deeply regret his loss,” he said softly. The family nodded in silent
acknowledgement.
Turning his attention back to the other three students the old man continued.
“You have all grown strong and your fighting skills have improved much since the
last tournament.” The five students were about to thank him for his complement
when he raised his hand to stop them. “However, I fear that it is not enough,” he
finished. He could see the confusion in their faces at the comment. Once again
silence entered the room.
Masato picked up the conversation where Shinji had left off. “We called
you here today because we have to make a very difficult decision. It is a matter of
survival,” he said solemnly. “I’ll explain,” the old man resumed.
“A few nights ago we were attacked. Our temple was invaded and nearly
destroyed by the hands of one man. The five of you came to aid in the battle and
fought very bravely. You are all very skilled and trained well in the styles of our
five schools. The five of you each possess a power much greater than that of your
parents and many others of your ancestors. It is only natural since the power of your
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clans seems to increase from generation to generation. There is no doubt that the
five of you will become great warriors, including you, young Ryo.
“However, when we were attacked, it took the combined skills of everyone
in this temple to keep our enemy at bay. Not even the combined power of you, the
five strongest members our clan has ever seen, was enough to defend this sacred
place. Only through the intervention of the orb itself was the attacker restrained
from obtaining his goal and stealing our most sacred possession. Had the orb not
defended itself, we would have lost it. This is not acceptable. As members of the
Ryukage order, it is our sworn duty to protect the sacred orb at all cost, even at
the cost of our own lives. In this aspect, we all failed. We simply weren’t strong
enough.
“For this, my brothers and I owe you all an apology. The five of you were
specially selected from your respective clans to become guardians of the orb.
As your instructors in the old traditions it is our responsibility to ensure you are
properly prepared to handle the task of defending the orb and this temple. You were
not. So once again, we failed you.” He apologized as he and the remaining three
elders bowed to the small group of children.
“Master…” Kilan started to help his teacher up from the ground. “Teacher…
please…don’t,” Sheylah started to cry as the four elders humbled themselves before
them. The four old men rose.
“The time has come for us to make a choice,” Master Takashi stated. “We
are in urgent times. As it stands right now, we have no solid leads as to who our
attacker really was, although we do have our suspicions. Even so, it would do us no
good to go after him. Our power just isn’t great enough to defeat him.
We also have no idea of how badly he was injured or if there are any others
like him that want the orb themselves. However, what we do know is that the previous
battle left us with a very high casualty rate, and that was just from one man. What
if there are others like him? What then? In our present condition, if someone of his
fighting potential or skill were to decide to attack us again like before, we would
not be able to stop them from destroying this temple or even ourselves.” Pausing
briefly, the elder nodded slightly to the young attendant that had led the families
to the room. Complying with the unspoken request, the boy walked over to a large
sliding wood door and opened it.
The five families found themselves staring at the main area of the temple
where the battle had taken place just nights before. Apparently, they had been led
to a small room located directly behind the area. Even from the back they could see
the extensiveness of the damage the temple had sustained during the battle. As the
door continued to slide open, an almost indescribable feeling of emptiness washed
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over the entire group. It was then that they realized that the orb they had sworn to
protect was missing.
“Oh my God!” Vivian started in disbelief.
“What the…” Erick jumped up clearly in shock at what he was seeing.
“Teacher…” he began but was cut off when Takashi instructed him to sit down.
“But…” the teen protested.
“Erick, please sit down,” Keiichi spoke softly to his bewildered and enraged
student.
“Do not be alarmed,” Masato addressed the group. “As you can clearly see,
the orb has been removed from the temple. With the power the orb contains if it
were to fall into the wrong hands, it could be a disaster. Moving it from here was
necessary to ensure its safety.”
“Moved? How? To where, master?” Kilan inquired.
“Two men came and took it from here a few nights ago with our assistance.
To where, even we do not know. Perhaps it is for the best this way. However, that is
of little concern to you right now. What we need to decide now is what we’re going
to do next,” Shinji explained.
“Reviewing the results of the battle, it has come to the attention of the
council that although your clans are strong, they are still too weak to carry on the
tradition of protecting the orb. For this reason it was removed from here and hidden
somewhere in the outside world.
“You see, upon this mountain, there are many things and wonders that
ordinary men could never understand. Because of the mystical power of the orb,
which surrounds this mountain, it remains invisible to the men of the outside world.
They probably don’t even know that we exist here. Our isolation has been a key
factor in things developing into what they are for us today. Here we share a unique
bond with nature that most outsiders could never have.”
The older man continued his explanation. “Here we tend to live in peace.
Our lives are not as complicated as that of our fellow man down below. We are not
affected by flood, drought, sickness, or pestilence. Our soil is consistently fertile
and our seasons are consistent. Life is so easy here. Everyone has more than enough
to meet the needs of themselves and their families.
“This being the case we have no need to fight and quarrel among ourselves.
We even tend to live longer. I myself have been alive for over 800 years! We don’t
age as quickly as those outside of this realm. The orb protects us, for without it,
none of this would be possible. It has the power to bring life to where there once
was none. It also has the power to destroy. If the world were to ever gain knowledge
of such a power, mankind would surely destroy itself.
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“Because of this, it is our sworn duty to protect the orb and keep it from
getting into the wrong hands. For a time, the orb was safe here on the mountain
with us. This is no longer the case. This discovery led us to a difficult choice. We
could continue protecting the orb here and run the risk of it falling into the hands of
an enemy who is ruthless and strong enough to the point where if he ever did gain
control of it, he could destroy us all. Alternatively, we could take the orb and hide it
away in a place that no one would ever find it, and even if they did, they wouldn’t
know of its true power until it was too late.” The elder concluded referring to the
orb’s power to instantly kill anyone who came in physical contact with it.
“So you took the orb to the outside world?” Sheylah inquired.
“It was the only choice we had child,” Takashi answered her.
“But if that’s the case, without the orbs protection, what’s going to happen
to us, here?” Mia asked, a look of concern on her face.
“Honestly, we don’t know. This mountain has been saturated with the orbs
energy for as long as I can remember. Life will continue as it always has for us I
suppose, at least for a little while. Once the effects of the orb wear off, I suppose
things will return to the state they were in before the orb came to this mountain,”
Masato addressed the question.
“Everything will die?” she asked.
“I cannot say,” the elder admitted. “There was life on this mountain long
before the orb arrived, but eventually all things must come to an end. But let us
worry about that for now, ok?” The old man smiled.
“I have a question,” Reuben interjected from the back row. “So now that the
orb’s been moved to some secret location in the outside world, what becomes of our
sworn duty to protect it? I’ve never been to the outside world, but I highly doubt
that the outsiders are any more responsible than our enemy who tried to possess
the orb before. There is still a risk of it falling into the wrong hands. How are we
supposed to protect something we can’t find?”
“A very good question indeed,” Takashi declared. “This brings us to why
we called you here in the first place. As I stated before, the way it stands right now,
our clans are not strong enough to protect the orb as it should be. It was thought
that as long as the orb was kept on this mountain, the combined strength of all five
clans would be able to protect it from harm. This was not the case. After we had the
orb removed, a question much like your own presented itself to us. The orb is being
hidden as we speak, but what if the need does arise and it does need our protection?
What then? What if when the time arrives, we’re still not strong enough to defend
it?
“Thinking on this we came to the conclusion that although living on this
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mountain in such a serene atmosphere has proved advantageous in many ways, it
has also hurt us in that it has failed to present our younger students with the tools
they need to sharpen their skills and increase their fighting potential to their fullest
extent.
For hundreds of years we have trained our descendants in the old Ryukage
styles in order to protect ourselves. For years we have held tournaments to measure
the level of skill each clan possesses. However, in all of our efforts and all of our
training there is one thing that we could not give our students. We failed to see it
until now, and the results of it have caused us to rethink a lot of things.
“What our students lack is the will to fight, a challenge. Our children are
pampered. Living here has proven to be too easy for them. So easy in fact that there
is no reason for them to challenge themselves, to push themselves to the limit, to
reach their full potential.
“This element has been missing from our training since the day we came
to this mountain and it has hurt us severely. In fact, the attack the other day was
the first real challenge any of our students had ever really faced. It is because of
their lack of experience in such matters that they were defeated. They have not yet
learned to push themselves to the limit and overcome even small obstacles. Without
such experience and practice, one can never truly master any of these styles. The
time to learn these things is not on the battlefield. As your teachers, we failed you
by not teaching you these things, and now we’ve run out of time,” the old man
finished.
“Because of this, we of the council were forced to make a very difficult
decision,” Takashi said, turning his attention to his five younger students. “Although
it pains us to do this, we think that it is in the best interests of the clans that the five
of you leave this mountain and continue your lives outside of this realm,” he stated
slowly.
“You’re banishing them? But they’re just kids! They know nothing of the
outside world! It’s not fair! How could you possi….” Koji blurted from the back
row. His wife grasped his arm, eagerly trying to calm her husband down. This time
it didn’t work. He had clearly lost his temper with the elders and wasn’t going
to calm down until he received an answer as to why they would come to such a
harebrained conclusion. The other parents seemed to agree.
“We did not come to this decision easily, my child. But it is a necessary evil
if our clans are to survive what is sure to ultimately come to pass. If we do not seek
to remedy this situation now, it might be too late,” Takashi argued, defending their
decision.
“To hell with the clans! These are our children you’re talking about!” Koji
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growled, now clearly beside himself with rage.
“Koji’s right!” Mia’s father chimed in. “Whether they reach their full
potential or not, I’m not sending my daughter to the outside world with the rest of
those… barbarians.”
“And what would you have us do?” Masato cut him off. The meeting was
quickly turning into a full-blown argument.
“Enough!” Keiichi sternly intervened. “Gentlemen please… sit down,” he
soothed them. The four men agreed and took their seats. “Look, I know you love
your children. We do too. They are our grandchildren too, are they not? However,
I don’t think you understand the severity of the situation,” he continued. “Our
nemesis has already been exposed to the full extent of their power. Even then, he
easily defeated them in combat. Had it not been for young Erick’s unusual display
of power, he could have easily killed all five of them. These children have great
power, but it is their lack of experience that makes them weak.
“Our enemy survived. This not only means that he’s probably set on getting
revenge on them for destroying his honor, it also means that he now has further
knowledge of each of their strengths and weaknesses. This makes him even more
dangerous than before. He underestimated his opponents before because they were
children. It cost him dearly in the end. The next time he returns, and no doubt he
will, he won’t be so easily fooled. He will kill them without any hesitation. That’s
why it is imperative that they leave the mountain at once and begin honing their
skills in the human realm. It just isn’t safe for them to stay here any longer. There’s
no other way,” the old man reasoned calmly while meeting Koji’s gaze. He knew
that his words had hit home.
“This is a family decision. The council is not going to force anyone to do
anything. It is not our way. However, as their parents, if you truly love them, then
you have to agree with the council’s decision. It is for their own protection,” Takashi
concluded.
“But master, surely there must be another way…” Sheylah’s mother pleaded
placing her trembling hands on her daughter’s shoulders, unsure of what to do or
say.
“There is none,” Masato replied sorrowfully. “This is the only way we have
to prevent the inevitable. Their chances of survival are greater on the outside.”
Once again the room became deafeningly silent.
“What about our oath?” the usually silent Ryo spoke up.
“We cannot worry about that at this time. We have taken the orb and hidden
it. That is all we could do for the time being. Until the clans get stronger we can
only hope that the outsiders never discover it. However, that doesn’t mean that we
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should stop doing what we’re doing. You will continue to train in the old traditions
so that should the time arise that you are to fulfill your destiny, you will be strong
enough to do so.
“From here on out, once you leave the mountain all five of you will go your
own separate ways. It is necessary for you to separate from one another so that you
may each become stronger in your own way. Never again will the five of you come
together in one place. When the time arises we will leave the protection of the orb
in the hands of the strongest clan rather than in the custody of all five,” Takashi
declared.
“So you mean… we won’t be able to see each other again?” Mia spoke.
“It is necessary for the five of you to remain separated from one another so
that you learn to rely on your own abilities instead of your combined powers. I’m
sorry,” the elder replied.
“What about our families? If we leave, will they be allowed to remain?”
Kilan asked, glancing at his mother and little sister.
“We leave that choice up to each family. Whether they choose to remain
here after you leave is strictly up to them,” Keiichi answered.
“I’ll do it….” Erick stated slowly. “I’ll leave.”
“What? Look, son, let’s be reasonable about this!” Koji started, clearly
surprised at his son’s decision.
“I am. The elders are right. There really is no other way. If we stay here, the
temple, this entire village, and we could be destroyed. Then who would be left to
defend the orb?” Erick stated solemnly. “I can’t allow for that to happen. I have to
become stronger so that it never does.”
“But Erick, you’re still so young. I... we couldn’t possibly…” Vivian
began.
“I’m going too,” Kilan announced, much to the astonishment of his parents.
“Erick’s right. There’s no point in us trying to get around what can’t be denied. So in
two days I’m leaving for the outside world. One condition though,” he continued.
“Mother, Father, I’m no longer a child. This is something I must do on my
own. I know you don’t agree, but my mind is made up. I want you to stay here on
the mountain. You can’t come with me.”
“But why, son? Why would you make such a decision? We’re a family,” his
mother protested before he cut her off.
“I know that, Mother, but the outside world is strange and foreign to us. I
just want you and my sister to have full and happy lives. Right now your destiny
lies here with her and Father where the strength of the clans can protect you. Mine
lies out there. That is why you can’t come with me,” he answered softly. Standing
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he addressed his father. “Father, please promise me you will follow my wishes, just
this once.”
“Son, you’re old enough to make your own decisions. The thought of losing
you pains me, but I just want you to know that I’m very proud of you. I will respect
your wishes,” Reuben consented slowly. Saying nothing Kilan gave his father a
hug. Surprised, the older man returned it.
“I’m going too…”
“Me too…”
“As am I….” Sheylah, Mia, and Ryo joined in. The parents knew that there
was nothing they could do or say that would change their children’s minds.
“It appears that the decision has been made,” Shinji declared. “However,
keep in mind that once you leave this mountain, you can never return. So take
time to really think this over. Please go to your homes and talk this over with one
another. If you all still agree, you will have three days to get all of your things
in order before you leave. I’m sorry, but right now we just don’t have any other
choice,” he said apologetically.
“We have nothing more to discuss with you. This decision not only brings a
heavy burden on you and your families. My brothers and I also have some changes
we have to make as well. Difficult times are upon us. From this point on we will no
longer be here to guide you. Your destiny lies in your own hands. We wish you all
the very best. May God watch over and keep all of you. That is all,” the eldest of the
council concluded the meeting. With nothing more to say, the four old men arose
and left the room. The five families each sat and pondered on the things the elders
had told them. They knew that there was no other way.
Sitting beside his family, Erick took one last look around the temple before
looking to his friends. Once again his eyes locked with Sheylah’s. He could stand
no more. “Well, I guess I’d better start making preparations,” he said, forcing a
weak smile as he stood. He was heartbroken but his pride prevented him from
showing it.
“No, we’d better start making preparations,” Vivian declared, standing with
him. “Your father and I are coming with you.”
“No, Mother, you can’t. This is something I have to do on my own. Everything you
have is here…” Erick protested strongly.
“True, but none of that matters if you’re not going to be here to share it with
us. You’re my only son. Everything I own is yours. If you’re not going to be here
to make use of it, then there’s no point in having any of it,” his father interjected,
placing his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Besides, I’ve always been curious to see
what the outside world has to offer. It’ll be an interesting experience,” he smiled.
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“Let’s get going. It’s almost dark and we have a lot of work to do.”
“We’re leaving too, so let’s all go together,” Sheylah’s father suggested as
he and his family also rose. The other families followed suit and the attendant led
them back through the temple to the front gate. Along the way they all talked among
themselves. Their discussion was full of a mixture of excitement, anticipation, and
sorrow as they wondered openly about their now uncertain futures. Reaching the
gate, the attendant bowed to the five families before leaving them. They were all
about to go their separate ways when Keiichi greeted them.
“Master,” they all acknowledged his presence.
“Please follow me. I have one other thing I want to discuss with you before
you leave this place,” the old man summoned to them in a whisper. Curiously,
the five families followed him. He led them around the temple into another room,
which was very beautifully decorated. Judging from the single futon located on the
floor, they could assume that they had been taken to his private study.
“Sit,” he instructed them. When all were seated he began. “Well, it has been
quite a day, has it not? Not exactly what you expected, huh?” he smiled. “Oh well,
I suppose it had to come to this eventually.” The elder sighed before sitting down
himself. “Although the decision of the council has been made, I just want you
to know that I for one did not totally support it. I know that we don’t have much
of a choice right now, however, I do think that there are some things we did not
consider,” he continued.
“You are probably all wondering what this about, right?” he asked. The
students nodded. “It is about our purpose in life; your destiny. For centuries your
ancestors had been sworn to protect the sacred orb, but in all of this time, it occurred
to me that no one has really taken the time to explain why we do this. What is the
orb? Where does it come from? Why do we protect it? I am sure you have all
asked yourselves these questions at one time or another. Let me offer you a brief
explanation.
“My brothers and I have been studying the orb for many years now, ever
since we first came to this mountain. Even so, we still don’t know exactly what it
is or where it came from. Perhaps it is a gift from God himself. We honestly do not
know. What we do know is that it contains immense power. We also know that for
some reason we of the Ryukage hold a direct spiritual connection to it. It speaks to
us and gives us peace and harmony in the time of need. We do not know why this is
and a lot of things the orb tells us we cannot fully understand, but the connection is
there nonetheless. It calls to each of us as if we were all its children. For this reason,
we are sworn to protect it.
“Unlike the rest of my brothers, through my extensive training in the old
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traditions of our clans and my constant study of the orb, I have been gifted with the
slight gift of intuition. Sometimes I see things that the others cannot.
“I did not discuss this with the other three elders because I wasn’t sure of
what it meant until now. The night of the attack I had a dream. In this dream I saw
the orb. Then suddenly, I saw a golden rod come and smash the orb into millions of
pieces. The glow of the orb faded and for a time there was nothing but emptiness,
complete and total darkness.
“That is when I saw it. Out of the darkness I saw five points of light, each
bearing the symbol of our five clans. Through the power of these five lights the
orb was revived. Once again the rod struck, only this time the five lights placed
themselves in front of the orb and protected it from the blow. The rod struck one
final time. However, this time the five lights were joined by a sixth one bearing a
symbol I’ve never seen before. When the rod came in contact with these six lights
it was shattered and the orb was once again restored to its entirety,” Keiichi said,
opening his eyes as he recounted the details of his vision.
“I didn’t know what it all meant before, but I think I do now,” he continued.
“My brothers believe that in order for us to carry out our mission, each clan must
become stronger and that when the time comes, the strongest of the five will be the
one who will become the orb’s ultimate guardian. They are mistaken. I have seen
into the future. Many things will change and many events will take place that will
change the course of history forever.
“I have seen a world on the brink of destruction at the hands of a great
enemy who seeks the power of the orb for himself. It is at this time that the orb will
need our protection the most. However, when the time does finally come to pass
when we are needed, it will take the combined power of the five clans to fulfill our
destiny, not just the power of one.”
“So you’re saying that we shouldn’t leave? That we should all stick
together?” Sheylah’s mother interrupted him a tinge of hope in her voice.
“No, I’m not. The council made the right decision by forcing you each to
leave here and go your own way. It is what is best for each of the clans, especially
at this time,” Keiichi answered frankly.
“But, teacher, if we split up, then how are we going to find each other when
the time you spoke of comes to pass?” Reuben inquired.
“The time I spoke of will not come for many years, definitely not in our
lifetime. But do not worry. The orb calls to each of us in its own way. It is an
undeniable part of us that we cannot escape from. And when the time comes for
your descendants to fulfill their destiny, nothing, neither time, nor space will keep
them from coming together to accomplish their goal. This much I have foreseen,”
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the elder stated confidently while removing a thick necklace of ceremonial beads
from around his neck.
His students watched in curiosity as he took the necklace and broke the
string that was holding it together allowing all but five of the beads to fall to the
floor and scatter in all directions.
“Please, come closer,” he instructed, pointing to the five younger students,
who complied reluctantly. Cupping the five beads in both of his hands, he held
them out in front of him and began to chant in an old language which the others in
the room were not familiar with. Suddenly, the candles lighting the room began to
flicker and fade as if blown out by a mystical wind. As the room went dark, the five
beads the elder held in his hands all began to glow brightly, each one giving off a
different color. The students watched in amazement at what was taking place before
them. No one dared say a word.
The elder finished his chant and suddenly the flames in the room re-lit
themselves as if nothing had ever happened. The beads the elder held continued to
glow. Then suddenly they began to levitate, as if being lifted by an invisible hand,
and began to spin in a circle. The elder opened his eyes.
“As your father, teacher and friend, this is the last gift that I give to you,”
Keiichi smiled, raising his finger in the air and pointing to the circle of beads directly
above him. Saying nothing more he pointed to Erick. Heeding his command, one
of the beads broke from the circle and flung itself through the air directly towards
where Erick was sitting. Catching the young boy totally off guard, the large bead
struck him squarely in his left shoulder.
“Ow!” Erick exclaimed rubbing his arm as the bead bounced off and rolled
to the floor. Looking down at where the bead had hit him, he could see a small hole
in his robe from where it had burned itself through to his skin leaving a small scar
on his shoulder. Looking back at his teacher he saw the old man do the very same
thing to the other four students sitting beside him. Each time, the beads selected a
different area of the body to strike so that no two students were scarred in the exact
same place.
“What did you do to them?” Sheylah’s mother demanded, looking at the
scar on her daughter’s back that the bead which struck her left shoulder blade had
left.
“Look!” Ryo’s mother exclaimed, pointing to her younger son’s left thigh.
The others watched in awe as the scar immediately healed itself and formed a
glowing yellow symbol on his leg.
“Chi…” his father said, recognizing that the symbol on his son’s thigh was
that of the Japanese kanji representing the element of earth.
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“This is my gift to you so that you never forget who you are or what has
taken place here today. You have all been marked with the symbol of the element
that represents each of your clans. To you Kilan, I give the timeless symbol of the
sand: ‘Suna’. To you Mia, the flowing and ever-present symbol of the wind: ‘Fu’.
To Erick, the destructive symbol of fire: ‘Hi’, to light your way. To Sheylah, the
gentle and life-giving symbol of water: ‘Sui’. And to you, Ryo, I give the solid and
unbreakable spirit of earth: ‘Chi’.
“These markings will serve as a reminder to you and the generations after
you of your heritage and your sworn duty. It also serves as a symbol to identify you
to one another once the time comes for you to all meet again. Until that time, it is
imperative that the five of you train hard and remember all that we have taught you.
It will serve you well.
“The time has come for you to depart this place so with this gift and these
words I leave you. Be strong and never yield so that you may bring honor to our
clans and yourselves. Take care, my children, and remember that no matter what
happens, I will always watch over you and pray for your safety.”
Saying nothing more, the elder once again bowed to his students before
rising and leading them out of the temple to the front gate where he had first met
up with them. Mia wanted to thank him, but as she turned around she discovered
that he was nowhere to be found. Taking one last look at the temple, the young girl
turned and joined the rest of the group as they began their long trip down the side
of the mountain.
There were few words to be said as each member of the five families
pondered the events of that day. They still had much to consider. Coming to a small
clearing in the forest, the five families agreed to meet with each other one last time
in the town square of Erick’s home before they left the mountain for good. This
done they bid each other farewell and each family went their own way.
Erick woke with a start. Looking out of his room window he could tell it
was just hours before sunrise. Yawning lethargically, he stretched to further awaken
himself. All of his wounds had been healed and he was physically healthy enough
to take on the world. However, things were not well for him at all.
Glancing around his room he saw all of his things packed and stacked neatly
in one corner. He had done that the night before. Slowly the gloom of his situation
began to set in. This was the third day after the meeting at the temple. Today was
the day that he and his family would leave home never to return again. He had
desperately tried to talk them out of coming with him, but the two parents persisted.
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He knew there was nothing he could say to change their mind.
“Erick,” his mother called to him. “Are you awake, son?” she asked walking
into his room. “It’s time to go now.”
“I know, Mother, just give me a few minutes to get dressed,” he replied
getting out of his futon.
“We don’t want to keep the others waiting.” Vivian smiled to him before
leaving.
For some reason, his father had decided that it would be better to get an
early start from the mountain. This being the case, they agreed to meet briefly with
the other four families early that morning before they all left. Once the meeting was
over, they would all leave the town center and head in their separate directions.
He and his family would head towards the east while Sheylah and her family
would head west. Kilan and Ryo’s family had decided to head to the southwest and
southeast. Seeing as how Kilan’s family agreed to stay behind and he would be
traveling alone, Ryo’s family agreed to travel with him a while before going their
own separate way. Mia’s family was heading to the north.
As the young boy got dressed he found himself caught in a whirlpool
of different emotions. Excitement, uncertainty, joy, and sorrow tore at the very
fabric of his being. Nostalgia set in as he remembered all of the good times he had
experienced growing up on the mountain. Now all of that was about to be taken
away from him. The thought of that was unsettling. The thought of never being able
to see Sheylah, the only girl he’d ever loved, again was unbearable.
It was that fact that made leaving the mountain so hard for him. He had
made up his mind a long time ago that she was the one he wanted to marry. But
now, due to their current situation and the council’s decision. It would never be.
There was nothing he could do now but bid her farewell and hope that someday
they would meet again.
The thought of defying the council and running away with her to some far
and distant place had crossed his mind on more than one occasion but for some
reason he knew that the results of such a decision could prove to be catastrophic,
especially now.
From what he’d been told, the rules of the outside world were much different
than the ones he was accustomed to. In the outside world, there was no guarantee
that he could even use his powers as he’d been able to here.
That being the case, even if they could run off together, which his parents
would never allow; and even being as physically strong as he was, on the outside
world there was no guarantee he’d be able to protect her the way he could here.
The lack of experience and confidence scared him from making such a
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dangerous move in unknown territory. As much as he loved her, he would never
forgive himself if anything happened to her while she was in his care. It pained him
to admit it, but he had to agree that she’d be much safer with her family to watch
over her. At least until he got stronger and more accustomed to living in the outside
world. Once that happened, he swore that he would go find her.
Having finished dressing, the young boy took one last glance around his
room before grabbing his pack of belongings and leaving. Coming to the kitchen,
he found his parents waiting for him. Mother had already arranged breakfast and as
usual, there was a huge basket full of food prepared for their long jouney.
“You ready to go, son?” his father asked giving him a wink. He knew that
having to leave was just as hard on the older man as it was on himself, if not even
more so, but he appreciated the bravado nonetheless. “Better eat up now because
from here on out it looks like its nuts and berries,” he joked looking at his wife.
“No, dear, all this means is that you’ll have to start hunting.” Vivian winked
back.
“No problem there. I’m sure Erick and I can manage to keep food on the
table,” Koji stated confidently.
“I don’t doubt it, dear,” Vivian replied looking at Erick. She could tell that it
would take much more than breakfast jokes to cheer him up this day. The three sat
quietly as the boy finished his meal. “You sure you’re ready for this?” she asked as
a look of concern beginning to show on her face.
“Yes,” Erick replied slowly.
“Well then, we’d better get going before the others decide to leave without
us,” Koji said, standing and smiling to his son. “Don’t worry about this old place.
It’ll be well taken care of when we leave. And when we finally get to where we’re
going on the outside world, you and I will build a house much better than this old
thing. Just the two of us ok?”
“Right,” Erick smiled back, his spirits lifting slightly. “Let’s go,” he said,
grabbing his pack and heading towards the door. He continued to walk down the
hard dirt street until he heard his father shut the door to the house for the last time.
He glanced back briefly at the place he had called home for so many years before
turning and heading towards the town center.
Upon reaching the town center, Erick and his family were greeted by the
other five families. The small group of people agreed to keep each other company
until daybreak. After that they would all head their separate ways. The five families
communed with each other for a while. Seeing an opportunity to speak with Sheylah
privately, Erick discreetly signaled for her to join him. Sneaking away from the
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main group, they met behind one of the other houses. The two discussed many
things as they sat together.
The boy held her gently while she sobbed bitterly on his shoulder. She
couldn’t believe how quickly their perfect world seemed to have been flipped
upside down. It wasn’t fair. Erick couldn’t agree more. It was obvious that both of
them had the same feelings for one another. The idea of being separated tore at the
fabric of their souls. This being the case they both made a vow that after they left
the mountain and went their separate ways, if they ever ran into each other again on
the outside world and neither of them was taken, they would get married regardless
of the elders` decree.
Removing a necklace he had made from many strange and beautifully
colored stones over the years, Erick presented it to the young girl, who accepted
it gratefully. She in turn gave him a special locket she wore around her neck. This
done, the two sealed their vow with a passionate kiss. Just then, the sun rose over
the horizon. It was time to go. Reluctantly, the two teenagers made their way back
to the rest of the group. Their parents grinned mischievously to themselves as they
speculated at what had taken place during their absence.
Exchanging hugs and kisses the five families said farewell to one another
and began to disburse. Mia’s parents were the first to leave. Kilan’s parents were
reluctant to let him go but after many promises, he finally managed to pull away
from them. He left with Ryo’s family. Knowing they would never see him again, his
family began their long and sad trip back home.
Soon only Erick and Sheylah’s families remained. The two could hardly
believe what was about to take place. They both just wished that they could wake
up from this horrible nightmare. Knowing they couldn’t, they both embraced each
other in one final hug. The girl sobbed bitterly to him as he tried to find the words
to console her but couldn’t. Finally the parents had to pull them apart. They both
promised to remember their vow and swore that they would see each other once
again.
“It’s time to go, dear,” Sheylah’s mother said, gently placing an arm around
her daughter and leading her away from the village. Unable to stand it any longer,
the young girl turned and began to walk away from the town center as quickly as
she could. Erick stared after her. He could tell she was crying. He wanted to run
after her, but he knew deep down in his heart that it would do no good. He vowed to
himself he would see her again someday. Taking one last look at the village of his
youth, the young boy turned around, tossed his pack onto his shoulders, and began
to walk in the opposite direction. He never looked back...

CHAPTER 3

Birth of a Legend

It is the year 2715. The Attraxian Galaxy Alliance is presently at war
with a mysterious race of alien beings known as the Shi’aki.
Earth, head of the Attraxian Planetary Council, has desperately been
battling to unify the planets within the alliance into a formidable fighting force
capable of deterring this threat; but it is to no avail. The enemy has proven
themselves far more powerful than ever imagined.
Although Earth’s defense unit has, unto this point, been able to combat
the alien armies, it is not enough. With the constant attacks on our atmosheild
and our defenses weakening by the moment, we can but pray for some
assistance soon. If none arrives, I fear there will be no hope for the survival of
our planet.
J. A. Rybold
Ambassador
COBRA Defense Unit 3
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Amazon Jungle - Patrol Section 9 -15:39:109 p.m.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Commander, Jackal on line for you,” a communications officer called from
his post at a portable sat-link console located in a thick overgrowth of bushes. He
was referring to the figure in the evergreen tree nearby. The other man was barely
visible through the dense cluster of leaves.
The man, lowering the bio-scan binoculars he was peering through, looked
down at the officer before casually returning back to his scan of the area. His name
was Zinjin. He was a commander in an elite military unit known as COBRA.
Zinjin silently made a wide sweep with his binoculars as fumes from his
Irami cigar filled the surrounding air. Zinjin was a handsome twenty-nine-year-old
afro-American male sporting a neatly trimmed goatee. His hair was naturally silky
black and wavy, but he preferred to keep it shaved off, especially when he was on
assignment. His eyes were a deep black vortex, gleaming slightly with the light of
life and wisdom. Zinjin was rather short for his age, but his build, intellect, and
sheer cunning more than made up for that factor. Even more important was the fact
that due to his father being a Bio-gen and his mother being human, Zinjin was a
mutant.
66
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This fact not only made him unique among the rest of his peers, but also
unique among most of the other commanders of his sector. Of all the mutants
enlisted in COBRA, because of the prejudice and mistrust most humans still held
for them due to the costly Genetic Wars, very few of them ever attained officer
status, much less commanded his own platoon. Zinjin was different.
Lowering his binoculars again, Zinjin reached for the issue long-range
communicator that was located on the green and black marine uniform that he was
wearing. “What line?” he asked the communications officer below him.
“Line two,” the officer replied, keeping a steady eye on his computer
console.
“Acknowledged, go ahead, Corey,” he spoke into the communicator as the
TV-like screen lit up, showing the face of his best friend, Sergeant Corey Brians.
“Just checking up on you,” Corey, whose code name was Jackal, replied,
grinning mischievously. Corey was a handsome, well-built, twenty-eight-year-old
white male. His brown hair and eyes mixed perfectly with his light complexion.
He and Zinjin had served with one another for a long time and had become close
friends. Next to Zinjin, he was one of the best.
“Right,” Zinjin replied casually, the cigar still clenched in his teeth. “How’s
your progress?” he inquired.
“Everything’s all set up here,” Corey stated seriously, looking at the small
group of soldiers working silently behind him. “How ’bout you?” he asked.
“Done,” Zinjin replied, referring to his own band of soldiers that were
busily putting the finishing touches on some heavy artillery that they had been
camouflaging on the ground below him.
“Well, I guess all we have to do now is wait and see if good old intel came
through for us without screwing up finally,” Corey joked absently. Zinjin didn’t
respond. He wasn’t much for idle conversation.
Corey sighed slightly. Zinjin had always been a man of very few words. It
was not uncommon for him to go for days without carrying on a single conversation
with anyone, even with Corey. The two of them had been friends for years, yet
no matter how hard Corey tried to get him to open up, there was still a part of his
friend that he was certain he would never get to know. Zinjin had always chosen
to stay somewhat to himself. Seeing as how he was one of the few mutants in the
organization, perhaps it was for the best.
Zinjin had grown up during the latter years of the Genetic Wars in which
Homo sapiens, driven into panic by the appearance of a few radical bio-gen liberalists,
had indiscriminately attempted to eradicate the entire bio-gen population.
The war lasted seventeen years. During that time many mutants were killed
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while many others, like himself, were hunted day and night for no other reason
than the makeup of their genetic codes. His parents had been killed in that war
when he was four years old and he had spent most of his life on the run from antimutant bounty hunters and human supremacists groups. It wasn’t until the Shi’aki’s
first invasion eleven years ago that the fighting between the two parties came to a
complete halt. The threat of termination at the hands of a new enemy was enough
to force the two sides into temporary peace. How long it would last, no one was
sure.
Zinjin was by nature a tough man to make friends with. In fact, it was quite
clear that he didn’t completely trust humans at all. However, this had no bearing on
how he worked with his human counterparts or on his and Corey’s relationship. For
that, many people respected him.
“So,” Zinjin started slowly. “How’s the kid?” he asked, feeling a little guilty
about not entertaining his friend’s last attempt at a joke. He could tell Corey was a
bit nervous and needed to unwind a bit before they got down to business. Humans
normally got that way for some reason. The child he was referring to was Corey’s
three-year-old son, Jason.
“Fine, hardheaded as usual,” Corey replied as his mood lightened a bit. “By
the way, have you heard anything from Yuri lately?” he asked.
“Yeah, she was doing fine last time I heard,” Zinjin replied matter-of-factly.
He had just recently gotten married to a beautiful Asian girl who was now five
months pregnant with his first son. Canadian-born, she was currently living in
San Diego, California working as a intelligence and security officer for one of the
C.D.U.L.O’s main Central Intelligence headquarters. He missed her very much and
was looking forward to seeing her after he finished his final tour of duty. Besides
Corey, she was the only human he’d ever completely had faith in. He trusted her
with his life and she with his. “I wa…” he started but was interrupted by a shrill
whistle coming from the computer console.
“Yo, commander,” the communications officer called once again while
tightening the low-tone message unscrambler into his ear. “I’ve just received word
from scout ship HYBRID. They’ve got an unconfirmed heat signature sixty degrees
north of our current position,” he relayed.
“Ok, people, get that gear stashed and get ready to move out!” Zinjin sternly
instructed his men, who were already scurrying to finish their tasks. “Corey, you get
all that?” he inquired to his friend.
“Like usual, I’m one step ahead of you,” Corey quipped as his squad of
soldiers also disappeared into the jungle.
“Now to see if this information we paid for was worth it.” Zinjin ignored the
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previous remark while loading a nitronium cartridge into his issue phalanx rapidfire assault rifle. Hot blooded by nature, he looked forward to the upcoming battle.
He and his team had been specially selected for this particular assignment. Their
mission was to investigate a possible hidden Shi’aki installation in the area.
The Shi’aki had always been a threat from afar, but recent intel reports
stated that there was a high probability that some of the Shi’aki forces had found
a way to slip past the atmoshield and planetary defense grids and had managed to
start setting up bases on the planet’s surface. The reports stated that intel had spotted
a small group of Shi’aki rovers in the area while doing a routine fly-by a few days
ago, but the rovers had mysteriously managed to vanish before the pilots could
engage them, which meant that there had to be a base around here somewhere.
A Shi’aki base in this sector would be way too close to home. Zinjin’s
team was assigned to investigate this claim and if they managed to locate the base,
destroy it at all costs. That was what the heavy artillery on hover-lifts was for.
“For ninety thousand quintars, the hell it better be!” Corey replied, filling
the hydro-gas fuel tank of his Pyron X flamethrower and carefully placing each
grenade into its grenade launcher.
Slinging the gun over his shoulder alongside his Terraxian assassination
blade, Zinjin took one last puff on his cigar before carelessly crushing it between
his fingers to smother it. Corey could tell that something had been bothering him
since they had first parachuted into the jungle early that morning. However, he
dared not ask him about it.
“All right. Let’s move. I want your team to move in a tight ‘V’ formation
and move the artillery up from the rear. My team and I will sweep ahead to clear
any booby traps or sensors we might run into. This’ll be a real short party if they
know we’re coming,” Zinjin instructed. “Keep it tight and quiet. I want radio silence
until we receive confirmation from Captain Smith. I’ll ping you on the emergency
frequency if we run into any difficulties up ahead, but we’ve got to get that gear into
position as soon as the location has been confirmed,” he finished, smearing some
black camouflage under his eyes.
“Gotcha,” Corey replied, loading the last of the small round grenades into
his grenade launcher. “Crash and burn, man,” he said, wishing his friend good
luck.
“Right, Zinjin out,” Zinjin returned before turning the comm-link off and
replacing it on his belt. Taking one last precautionary passing sweep with his
binoculars and finding nothing, he casually jumped out of the tree and dropped
to the moist vegetation-covered ground below. Corey was right; something had
been bothering him since they’d first entered the area that morning. Although he
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couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, something felt off. He felt uneasy about the
entire situation, however, there was nothing to do now but wait. Signaling for his
men to form up behind him, the group slowly started to make their way through the
jungle.
Prior to forming up with the rest of the group, Pvt. Aaron Price decided
to make a quick pit stop. As one of the armory’s technical engineers assigned to
Zinjin’s unit, he was in charge of calibrating and maintaining the field artillery.
He had been working non-stop, running systems and ammunition checks of the
equipment they were currently transporting since they had first parachuted into
the area. He hadn’t even had time to take a pee break before they received orders
to move out. Knowing that he might not get another chance, he nervously ducked
behind a large tree and unzipped his pants before breathing a heavy sigh of relief as
the tightly built-up pressure slowly drained from his kidneys.
Hearing the small crackling of leaves behind him, he quickly spun around
with gun in hand. He was more than relieved to see only an eighteen-foot anaconda
quickly slithering in the other direction. Just a damn snake, he thought to himself, a
little embarrassed for being startled so. This area was full of them, especially during
the rainy season. That was when they mated.
“Damn,” he remarked considering the snake’s size in comparison with the
extremity he was now holding in his right hand. The snake glanced up at him and
quickly slithered away. Unconcerned with the large reptile’s unusually rapid retreat,
he once again placed the gun back in his hip-holster before turning his attention to
the task at hand, having failed to notice the now camouflaged alien figure standing
not five feet behind him.
Having finished his chore, he was in the process of zipping up his pants
when a huge hand descended on his shoulder. He instinctively went for his gun,
but instantly froze when a sharp pain tore through his body. With a wrenching
movement he felt the alien’s other hand enter his back and begin to slowly crush
his spinal column. He tried to scream, but the hand had long since moved from his
shoulder to cover his mouth, stifling his cries. Then, just as suddenly as it came, the
pain in his back ceased only to be replaced by a more intense one coming from his
chest.
He again struggled for his gun as the pain increased; warm blood flowed
down his back, leaving a sticky sensation. Suddenly he couldn’t breathe. Feeling
an even sharper pain in his chest he looked down just in time to see the huge
blood-covered hand ripping through the bone and flesh of his ribcage. He felt sick.
Noticing something organic was moving inside of the almost metallic looking alien
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hand, he slightly cocked his head to get a better view. As if to have read his mind,
the alien hand slowly opened to reveal his still pounding, blood-covered heart!
His eyes began to glaze as he stared blankly at the hand in front of him. The
pain in his body had long since left him only to be replaced by a deep numbness.
Instinctively he reached for the alien hand in a vain attempt to pry the monstrous
claws away from his heart. He never reached it. The hand unmercifully crushed
his vital organ right in front of him. Blood splattered on his face and in his eyes.
He wanted to scream, but his voice would no longer come to him. All that came
out was a small bloody bubble followed by a low gurgling sound. Then all went
black.
Four miles above the planet, a lone scout ship hovered in place, waiting
as a lion waits for its prey. The captain of the vessel, Captain Lisa Smith, fidgeted
in her command chair on the bridge of the small craft. She and her crew had been
dispatched forty-eight hours previously to survey the area that Zinjin and his team
were currently trudging through in hopes of locating the Shi’aki’s new planetarybased installation.
Using highly sophisticated MPE (microscopic photon emission) satellite
imagery in order to detect nimron energy particles, they had just managed to lock
on to a rather large sub-particle energy emission field on the planet’s surface a few
degrees north of Zinjin’s current position. At the moment, they were just waiting for
the computer’s final analysis before proceeding any further. So far, everything was
going according to plan, yet even so, she couldn’t help but feel that something was
off.
“Captain,” her senior science officer suddenly called to her, shaking her out
of her trance. “I think you’d better have a look at this,” he said, looking at her with
a calm, yet slightly troubled expression.
“What is it?” she inquired, making her way over to the officer’s station.
“Analysis complete,” he relayed, directing her attention to the holographic
display in front of him before continuing. “Judging from the size and structure of
the emission outline, the field doesn’t appear to be a natural phenomenon. See, at
further magnification, the lines are clearly defined with little to no fall-off spill into
the surrounding area,” he explained.
“Which basically means that there’s a nimron field with a wall around it,”
Smith simplified.
“Correct. And once we pass it through the infrared particle scanner, we can
see what looks to be the source of the particle field. See, here? This area is hotter
than the rest, indicating that it has a higher concentration of protons than the rest.
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It appears to be generating new ones.” He finished his overly verbose summary.
Looking into his captain’s eyes, he could tell that she really had no clue what he’d
just said. Not that it mattered. She was semi-telepathic after all so he was sure she’d
have no trouble figuring it out once she got past all the tech-talk.
“So what you’re saying is that this is probably the base’s power generator,”
Smith guessed correctly.
“Yes, ma’am,” the officer answered.
“Guess that only means one thing. Good work, Scott,” Smith thought aloud
while commending her science officer on his outstanding job performance. Now if
only she could figure out a way to rewire his mind enough to make him speak in
plain English.
“Kira, send a L-coded wire to Zinjin and his team. Tell him that analysis has
been completed and feed him the exact coordinates. Notify him that his team should
approach the facilities main reactor from the northwest side. Also, find out their
current position and do a comms sweep ahead of the team to see if you can locate
and jam any communications or sensory equipment prior to them entering the area.
Set if for a delay of thirty seconds before the team breaches the outer perimeter and
run it on a H-7 noise loop. That should confuse them for a bit and keep them from
detecting the team’s entry before the attack can commence,” she quickly relayed to
her communications officer before returning to her captain’s seat.
Now that the base’s location had been confirmed, all they would need to do
is relay the information to Zinjin and observe from orbit as the attack took place.
The rest was up to Zinjin and his team. If things turned sour once the attack started,
Smith was to send an emergency broadcast to the nearest COBRA base in the area
for assistance.
Even though they’d already managed to successfully locate the base, she
and her crew had been instructed to keep radio silence and not broadcast the base’s
location until Zinjin and his team had started their operation. This was to prevent
the Shi’aki from intercepting the transmission prior to the attack. So for now, there
was nothing more for Smith and her crew to do but wait.
“Captain, something’s wrong. Something’s blocking our transmission. I
can’t get through!” the communications officer frantically informed Smith while
desperately trying to send the wire again.
“What?” Smith asked, jumping out of her chair. The news had taken her by
surprise. Noticing that her sudden reaction had captured some of the attention of
some of her crewmembers, she quickly regained her composure and made her way
over to the comms console. The last thing she needed was a panicked crew; at least
for the moment.
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“Ok, what’s going on? When did this start?” she inquired promptly upon
reaching the holographic display.
“As soon as I tried to send the wire. Look, I’m not able to transmit anything
beyond the ship’s hull. All I’m getting is noise. I’m realigning the comms grid and
doing a re-sync on the satellite relay,” the female communication’s officer stated
while once again trying to make a connection.
“Do a low frequency beta-rad ping to see if you can reach the surface,”
Smith instructed, keeping her voice as steady as she could. The officer hurriedly
complied.
“No good, ma’am. Looks like we’re in a double-loop!” she declared,
glancing at Smith with a worried expression in her eyes.
SHIT! I was afraid of that, Smith thought to herself, thumbing the ship’s
internal intercom system. “Code 4, red alert! All hands to battle stations, this is not
a drill! Repeat: this is not a drill!” she announced loudly before turning and diving
back into her command seat. The beta-rad ping results had just confirmed her worst
nightmare.
Unlike most of the subspace frequency channels that the ship was accustomed
to using, the beta-rad frequency was simply a basic low-frequency radio wave
which was primarily used to measure the distance and density of nebula clouds and
ion storms prior to a ship entering them for scientific study. They served the same
purpose as sonar pings on 20th century water vessels that had once freely roamed
the Earth’s oceans.
The reason that these waves were used was because unlike the other
frequencies, which were designed to be undetectable and have no physical wave
presence, beta-rad waves had a physical presence and therefore could measure
distance and density by coming in physical contact with whatever they touched,
thereby providing a very detailed and accurate area ‘map’ of whatever was in
the nebula. These waves could be used to ‘map’ anything with the exception of a
double-looped magnetic field.
The problem with these rare types of magnetic fields was that when the
beta-rads passed through the first loop of the field, the physical particles would
become either positively or negatively polarized based on the polarization of that
inner loop. However, the outer loop also contained the exact same polarization as
the inner loop.
So when the polarized wave of beta-rads came in contact with the same
polarized outer loop, instead of attracting one another and letting the Beta-rads pass
through once the zero barrier between positive and negative energies was breached
during the de-polarization process, the outer loop instead caused the beta-rads to be
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reflected back towards their original source, causing an ‘echo effect’. This doublelooped field was the basic science of subspace frequency communication jamming.
Smith and her crew were in serious trouble. The place was a virtual madhouse as
everyone scrambled to their battle positions.
“Raise shields and scan the immediate area for any sub-particle emissions,
magnetic signatures, or energy fluctuations!” Smith ordered while strapping herself
in and pressing a strange oval-shaped control on her seat causing it to slowly recline
backwards until she was in a laying-down position. She knew that although her
previous orders were standard pre-engagement procedures, only the shield raise
would be of any use.
The Shi’aki ships were not only fast and made of highly dense materials,
they also had the most advanced cloaking and stealth features of any race the
council had ever come in contact with. While most ships relied on high-energy
output reactors to produce enough power to create a decent light ‘fold’ capable of
concealing their vessels, the technology the Shi’aki ships used was far superior. No
heat signatures, no particle emissions, no exhaust trail, nothing. It was almost as
though the entire fleet ran on internal batteries.
Because of this, finding their ships while they were in stealth-mode was
damn near impossible. The only time one could even get a glimpse of one was
when they were being fired upon, but by then it was already too late. Even with the
most advanced tracking and stealth detection systems installed, most ships in the
council didn’t stand a chance. That was where Captain Smith and her command
chair came in.
Having been born semi-telepathic, Smith not only possessed the slight
ability of reading other people’s thoughts, but she could also detect psionic energy
to a small degree. Because of this, she had been specially selected to take part in an
experimental ‘Seeker’ program, which was designed to train military officers with
high telepathic potential to locate and destroy Shi’aki facilities and ships.
As everyone knew, the Shi’aki were a race possessing a large amount of
psionic potential. It was part of their overall physiology. This meant that by learning
to lock on to and identify this energy via mental probes or ‘seeking’, military
personnel would be able to locate hidden Shi’aki threats and neutralize them before
they could attack.
The program was eventually scrapped due to the lack of personnel containing
the necessary telepathic abilities, but Smith had long since made it past the final
testing phase before then. She was one of the only field-approved officers able to
use this capability. Her chair had been specially designed to enhance her telepathic
probe powers.
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Laying on her back, Smith positioned her head on the headrest while
sweeping her short red hair upwards in order to clear it away, exposing three small
insertion slots in the back of her neck as a small robotic arm containing a threepronged wire jack extended from the back of the chair and plugged itself into the
base of her skull.
Smith briefly shut her eyes to avoid the nauseating sensation caused by
the computer system as she jacked in to the ship’s sensory array. A small, pink
holographic visor extended from ear to ear in a wide glowing arc as the sensory
system came online. Smith now had access to all of the ship’s sensors and secondary
defense systems. Wasting no time, she quickly began to telepathically scan the area
surrounding the ship, looking for any precognitive glance of where the attack was
going to come from.
Concentrating harder, she managed to visualize a faint blue energy flux
fifteen degrees off of their starboard bow. Although the exact size and model of the
ship couldn’t be identified with this type of scan, it was definitely Shi’aki in nature
and it was big. She had no clue how a ship this size had managed to make it through
the planetary defense grid without tripping any of the lasers, but that was the least of
her worries at the moment. Visualizing an increase in power by the sudden intensity
increase of the energy flux she was studying, she knew that she ship was preparing
to attack them.
“Helmsman, bring her about, point 0:0, mark 5. Gunner, activate starboardside neuron cannons,” she instructed, the officer quickly carrying out her orders.
Their best shot was to take the ship by surprise and cause as much damage to it as
possible before they could get a shot off. Right now, the Shi’aki probably assumed
that the she couldn’t see them so that gave her the unusual element of surprise.
“Weapons online and ready,” Gunner LT. Ben Pritchards alerted his beautiful
female captain once preparations were completed.
“Right, on my mark...” Smith commanded feeling the tension in the room
increase considerably. Smith knew that she had a good crew, perhaps maybe even
the best in the fleet. She would be sure to give them all their due appraisal when
they returned to base, assuming they lived that long. The crew scarcely took a
breath while they tensely awaited the next order.
“…Fire!” Smith ordered as her targeting systems locked on to the alien
battle cruiser. Pritchards instantly hit the firing button on his control panel. The
crew watched as a quick volley of bursts of raw yellow energy exploded from the
HYBRID’s laser cannons and slammed into an invisible object on their view port.
That should get his attention, Smith thought to herself whilst watching the
alien vessel rock violently from the impact. The blue energy flux flickered unstably
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before vanishing from her mind. The ship had de-cloaked.
“Holy shit, look at the size of that thing!” one of her male officers gasped in
fear-stricken awe, confirming her previous suspicions.
“We’re here to stop it, not admire it. Focus people!” Smith yelled sternly at
her crew in order to get them back on track. No one in her crew had ever been this
close to a Shi’aki vessel one of this size. It greatly outmatched their small scout
ship. The previous attack had done very little damage to the ship at all; only minor
hull damage. This wasn’t looking good.
“Captain, alien vessel is turning around, heading: point 3:8, mark 1!” Smith’s
tactical officer called, a tinge of fear in his voice.
“I know. Helmsman, bring her about point 3:8, mark 1. Gunner, divert all
power to the forward shields and prep the primary disruptor cannons!” she called
back to him.
“Head on, ma’am?” the officer questioned, somewhat shocked at her
command.
“Head on. Just do what the hell I tell you!” Smith snapped at him. The
officer sheepishly complied.
Smith was no fool. She knew that even with her ship’s speed, there was no
way they’d be able to outrun that thing. The second they even tried, the Shi’aki
ship would start taking potshots at their exposed rear engines where the shielding
was weaker. They’d be blown out of the sky in seconds. Regardless of how brash
it might seem, the best chance of survival lay in her ability to keep her guns facing
the enemy vessel with full shields and her engines as far away from it as possible.
She wasn’t stupid enough to think for one minute that the small arsenal they
carried would be enough to destroy the alien vessel. But since their communications
were now crippled and they were unable to send an emergency distress signal, she
was hoping that with full power to the forward shields, once the two ships engaged
each other, the fight would draw enough attention from the planet below for other
ships in the area to come to their rescue before it was too late.
“Lieutenant, ready with those cannons?” Smith called to Pritchards while
sitting upright and swiveling gracefully in her chair. She began to get another lock
on the ship.
“Ready,” Pritchards responded.
“FIRE!” Smith commanded again, surprised at how uniform that particular
order had become. The alien ship rocked from the impact of the HYBRID’s artillery
as it collided with the ship. However, this had little effect on the vessel as it steadily
resumed its about-face towards the small scout ship.
“Not a dent!” one of the other officers exclaimed.
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“Of course not, the ship might be organic, but whatever they used to grow
it, it’s a hell of a lot tougher than what we’ve got,” Smith replied.
“They’ve locked on to us!” the tactical officer noted in a whisper.
“Evasive maneuvers but keep our shields in their face. If we turn to make
a run for it, we’re fucked!” Smith ordered to the helmsman, who instantly began
setting new coordinates into the ship’s piloting computer. Just then the ship rocked
violently, knocking some of the crewmembers from their seats and causing some of
the ship’s computers to short-circuit and explode into flames, which the ships fire
extinguishing system put out with ease.
“What the hell was that?” the helmsman yelled, recovering from the blast.
“I don’t know. They didn’t fire on us!” the tactical officer relayed, picking
himself up off the floor and climbing back into his seat.
“That blast came from behind!” Pritchards yelled over the noise of electricity
still jumping from the computer consoles.
“Impossible!” Smith objected, quickly reclining back in her seat and jacking
in to conduit for another scan. She had only detected one ship in the area. There was
no way a second ship would have been able to slip by her probe; especially not one
this size.
Focusing harder, she frantically scanned the area around her but found
nothing. The ship shook again, but she couldn’t see where the attack was coming
from. “Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! Where the hell are you?” she cursed in frustration
before catching herself as the ship rocked more violently.
“Captain, the helm’s not responding, we’ve lost navigational control!” the
officer yelled as he clambered to his station.
“Shields! Get more power to the shie…” Smith never got to finish her
sentence for in that moment the ship again rocked and fire began to erupt from the
hull, ripping through the ship’s interior before coming in contact with the left-over
ammunition destroying it and the rest of the ship. Two hundred people died.
Meanwhile on the planet below, deep in the cold frozen tundra of the once
famously known U.S.S.R, COBRA base 17’s military defense unit found themselves
puzzled. They had been tracking the scout ship since departure but had suddenly
lost contact with it for unknown reasons. They were now making an attempt to
realign the tracking grid to see if they could again contact the ship for a status
report.
A computer technician carefully replaced the monitor of the machine in
which the radar installation was present, making it possible to track COBRA unit
ships at all times. He paused for a moment to wipe the hot sweat from his eyes
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before starting back to work. He had just slid up under the computer when he
heard the step of military issue boots come to an abrupt stop just to the side of his
protruding legs. This was followed by another pair of feet coming to a stop right
beside the previous pair of limbs. He carefully slid out from under the computer
and quickly saluted the presence of his commanding officer and COBRA Unit 5’s
Admiral J. Lyons.
“At ease soldier,” his commanding officer casually instructed as he slowly
relaxed. “Well, have you found out what caused the computer to blank out like
that?” Admiral Lyons questioned him, trying not to seem eager.
“No sir, I’ve taken this whole damn console apart and everything checks out
fine,” the technician reported. “I just don’t get it,” he stated.
“Well then what the hell happened?” Lyons inquired as the full extent of his
worry came out in his question.
“I wish I knew, sir,” the technician replied timidly.
I don’t like this, something’s up, Lyons thought to himself after a long pause.
He suddenly became aware of the officer beside him calling him.
Lyons started as he woke up from his trance. “What do you want us to
do, sir?” The officer repeated himself for the fourth time, a little concerned at the
admiral’s hesitation.
“There’s nothing to do, we can’t get a bead on the ship or contact them,” the
computer technician broke in.
“Hmm, well we could send out a shuttle craft to their last recorded position,”
the officer thought aloud after a long silence.
“Too risky,” Lyons stated. “If something did go down up there, the last thing
we want to do is send another ship,” he reasoned slowly.
“Send a wire to Zinjin. Tell him to abort the mission immediately and return
to drop sight for pick up,” he ordered the communications officer. “Get a recon
team out there on the double, depending on how far they’ve already gone into the
area they might need all the help they can get getting back out,” he conveyed to
the officer standing next to him before turning and walking back to the command
center. He had a bad feeling about this.
LCPL. Jena Roberts stirred in the dark green overgrowth of shrubbery that
perfectly masked her from the rest of the jungle. She carefully smoothed a large
patch of grass, removing all stones and insects from the area before beginning to sit
down. She was with Zinjin’s team doing a frontal sweep of the area when they had
run across some Shi’aki sensors.
Assuming they’d reached the hidden base’s outer perimeter, Zinjin had
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ordered the team to fan out and search for any booby traps or mines while he used
his secure line to check with scout ship HYBRID for results of the data analysis.
She could tell that something had been bothering him for the past few hours and
that he wanted to make certain that they were heading in the right direction before
proceeding any farther.
Not finding anything in her assigned search area, she decided to take the
opportunity to fill her half-empty water canteen from the small stream nearby before
re-joining with the rest of the team. Stooping down to fill her container, she noticed
some movement to her left. Slowly sliding her 34mm Z.T. photon cannon from its
holster, she carefully went to investigate. Digging through the leaves with her gun
barrel, she carefully moved a small branch only to reveal an extraordinarily large
centipede blindly crawling around on it.
She smiled as she laid her weapon on the soft moist ground beside her and
compassionately allowed the creature to crawl into her smooth hands, studying it
for a moment before gently setting it back down on the soft earth and watching it
wander off into the underbrush.
Picking up her weapon, she began to turn around when a sudden highpitched whistling sound caught her attention. All she caught was a quick glimmer
of the rugged harpoon-like blade before it penetrated her abdomen and easily sliced
through her spinal cord.
She screamed at the agonizing pain as her tensed fingers unconsciously
depressed the trigger of her gun, spraying ammunition through the jungle. There
was a strong metallic-like line connected to the alien weapon. The pain was so
unbearable that she didn’t notice that she was being hoisted towards the trees. She
was struggling to wrench the weapon from her intestines when the cord that was
hauling her came to a jerking stop. She screamed again as a large alien hand closed
around her throat. She opened her eyes only to find herself staring into the barrel of
a huge gun which the alien held. There was a blinding flash and a deafening blast.
She felt no more pain as everything went black. She had closed her eyes never to
open them again.
Zinjin shifted anxiously. He had been waiting for Captain Smith’s analysis
report for the past two hours. It wasn’t like her to leave him hanging like this for so
long. Something was definitely wrong. He’d ordered his team to hold their position
until he could contact the HYBRID and find out what was going on, but this whole
situation sucked. His eyes narrowed as they penetrated the dark jungle plant life.
Finding nothing unusual, he decided to do a scan of the area. Spotting a
thick tree branch about twenty feet above him, he casually ran two steps up the side
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of the tree and jumped to it. Grasping the branch firmly, he swung his legs up over
his head and landed in an upright position before climbing a little farther into the
tree. He’d be able to view things a lot better from here. He slowly slung his gun off
of his shoulder and coolly peered at his surroundings.
Besides his enhanced strength and agility, his mutant abilities had also
boosted the efficiency of his five natural senses. He could see, smell and hear
things that most humans couldn’t. Since they had arrived in the jungle early that
morning he had picked up on an eerie smell, something that didn’t quite fit into the
surroundings. However, he couldn’t tell what it was and it troubled him greatly.
Slowly he lifted his communicator from his belt. He was going to run a
quick personnel check. However, he regretfully remembered that he had orders to
maintain radio silence. His only call had been to Corey to instruct his men to stay
back and await further orders.
“Something’s not right,” he whispered to himself, a little frustrated for not
knowing what it was. He continued his scan, absently looking for something but
expecting to find nothing.
Hearing a rustle of leaves followed by a burst of gunfire nearby, his attention
was quickly diverted in that direction. He carefully watched the area when he
suddenly caught a quick glimpse of something in the trees. He came to a sudden
stop. Not 500 meters away from him was the gory corpse of LCPL. Roberts. Her
head had a gaping hole in it that easily allowed her brains to flow freely to the
ground.
“Oh shit!” Zinjin remarked to himself whilst pulling out his communicator.
Suddenly he heard a faint rustle of leaves directly above his head. He looked up just
in time to see a large hand with two half-moon axe-like blades on each side of the
forearm swinging forcefully for his throat!
Zinjin quickly ducked as the bladed arm missed his head by mere millimeters
and sunk deep into a nearby limb. Grabbing the alien’s arm before it could recover,
he managed to flip the heavily armored monster out of the tree. The alien landed
roughly on its back, making a huge impression in the jungle floor. Zinjin speedily
brought his gun to mark on his assailant before pressing the trigger and filling the
alien with twenty-eight rounds of explosive charges.
All hell broke loose. There was the sound of gunfire mixed with terrible
screams of pain. What the fu…? Zinjin thought to himself. Just then he noticed a
bright green laser beam slicing its way towards him.
Leaping from the tree, Zinjin found himself in free fall. The laser swept by
barely missing his shoulder but devastating the area where he had been. The
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ground was rushing towards him as the branches battered him relentlessly on his
way down. Thinking quickly, he rapidly tucked his legs and executed a front flip
before landing softly on the ground below.
A large armored hand clamped around his throat before he could get to his
feet and lifted him off the ground. He was straining to pry the unwilling fingers from
around his neck when he suddenly heard a loud blast and a solid bang like metal
colliding with metal. The choke hold on his neck loosened. Zinjin took advantage
of the situation and delivered a hard punch to the alien’s organically grown metal
elbow, completely ripping the lower arm from its owner. The alien screamed in pain
as it turned its attention back on him.
“Get down!” he heard a voice yell in his ear while someone suddenly tackled
him to the ground. He and his associate both landed on the ground with a jolting
thud. For a moment there was silence then he heard a sudden loud explosion. The
next thing he knew hot alien blood and heavy body parts were showering him.
He slowly looked up at where his assailant had stood only to see a gaping
hole in the alien’s chest and alien blood covering the surrounding area. He hastily
removed the alien’s hand from his neck.
“You ok?” the voice of his rescuer asked. Looking up, Zinjin saw the face
of Corey. He wasn’t surprised. “What the hell’s going on?” Corey asked, quickly
reloading his weapon.
“We’ve been set up! Sounds like they’ve got the whole area surrounded!”
Zinjin relayed, steadily surveying the ongoing mass destruction.
“So I guess this means that intel fucked up again,” Corey remarked, glancing
around him.
“Maybe not,” Zinjin corrected him. “Come on, let’s get out of here!” he
advised, having to raise his voice over the heavy gunfire.
The jungle was now a fury. The trees were on fire and the stench of dead
bark and burning flesh filled the air. The aliens were growing in numbers by the
minute. Zinjin’s unit had long since begun to retaliate with the loud heavy burst of
the plasma cannons and other heavy equipment that they’d hurriedly managed to
unpack and bring online, however, this had little effect. The aliens soon overran and
destroyed them too.
“There’s too many of them!” Corey yelled over the noise to Zinjin while
shooting a grenade through the jungle and destroying an oncoming Shi’aki
warrior.
“Fall back!” Zinjin commanded the remainder of his men while spraying
ammunition through the jungle, hitting seen and unseen enemies.
“Fall back, now!” he screamed, desperate for his soldiers to hear him. Sweat
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poured off of his steaming hot body. He was scratched and bruised in many places.
His clothes were torn and he was bleeding.
“Let’s go! Move it! Come on!” Corey encouraged the now retreating soldiers,
fiercely smacking one of the aliens with the butt of his gun. He also began to retreat.
Zinjin quickly tapped the button on his communicator. The face of Admiral J. Lyons
appeared on the screen.
“Zinjin, we’ve been trying to contact scout ship HYBRID for the past few
hours. What the hell is going on down there?” Lyons barked.
“We’ve been set up! We need reinforce…” Zinjin was in the process of
explaining when he felt a sharp pain in his back that spread quickly as the flesh on
his back was shredded by a clawed metal hand.
“Zinjin?” Lyons called, disturbed by the sudden communications break.
“Zinjin, Corey, acknowledge,” he called again but no answer awaited him.
“Goddammit!” Lyons roared, slamming his clenched fist down roughly on
the computer console. “Get another chopper out there, now and prep the med team
for incoming casualties!” Lyons instructed the same officer who had before stood
by his side while silently praying that things weren’t half as bad as they sounded.
Zinjin had dropped the communicator because of the sudden pain. He
instinctively spun around only to receive a severe backhand that knocked him seven
feet into the air. He landed with a jolting thud before managing to get to his feet. His
gun was lying on the ground three feet away from him.
The alien began to move towards him. Zinjin noticed the inch-long sharpened
metallic spikes that protruded out of his assailant’s knuckles. “All right, let’s do
this!” he challenged under his breath as the alien began to rush him. The alien
got right upon him and swung its clawed fist at him. Zinjin instinctively blocked
the blow. He gritted his teeth against the harsh and painful impact of the heavily
armored arm against his own and quickly retaliated with a strong kick to the face of
the monster.
The alien staggered before recovering. Zinjin instantly dived on him while
hammering him in the face. The force of impact from the blows confused the alien’s
spectral sensors, yet that made him far from helpless. Zinjin kept striking his enemy
until the flesh on his knuckles was mangled and bleeding, however he was far from
tiring.
Of all the members of his company, Zinjin was one of the few who could
actually take Shi’aki warriors on in hand-to-hand combat and live to tell about it.
His mutant abilities and will to survive more than made him a formidable opponent.
Although he would never admit it, he secretly enjoyed the challenge because unlike
sparring with his somewhat fragile human counterparts, fighting the Shi’aki gave
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him a rare chance to unleash the savageness inside.
Regaining its composure, the alien swung again and missed. Zinjin retaliated
with a severe backhand and a hard Muay Thai-style round kick to the chest before
diving into a front somersault and landing squarely on the alien’s exposed shoulders
from his back side. Using the flip’s forward momentum, he brought his right elbow
crashing down like a hammer into the aliens armored skull, cracking the thick
armor like a coconut. Wrapping he legs around the alien’s neck, he torqued his
body towards the ground and, using his legs as leverage, flung the half-ton beast
full force into a nearby tree, which snapped and bent from the impact.
“Is that all you got?” he taunted angrily, clambering to his feet. Raising its
right arm, Zinjin noted that the metal spikes on the alien’s fist had quickly retracted
and a weirdly shaped object assembled on his enemy’s forearm. The weapon came
to eye level with his head. Suddenly there was a blinding flash.
Zinjin nimbly dodged the laser, which slammed into the thick trunk of a
tree. Splinters flew everywhere in a furious haze. The tree began to fall towards
them. Zinjin quickly rolled out of the way. The alien, however, wasn’t as fortunate.
The tree landed on it with an earth-shaking boom. Wasting no time, Zinjin quickly
snatched up his gun and made his way towards the rest of his team.
“Where the hell have you been?” Corey yelled at him to get his attention.
“This is no time for a freakin’ coffee break!” he ended, sending three grenades into
an onrushing group of aliens. There were high-pitched screams of agonizing pain
as the grenades detonated and the ground was showered with hot alien parts. Zinjin
quickly rejoined the surviving six soldiers. They were now fighting together in a
tight armadillo formation.
“There’s too many of them. We’ve gotta get out of here!” one of the soldiers
exclaimed frantically.
“Keep cool, I’m working on it!” Zinjin assured him, blowing yet another
alien’s head off.
“Commander, look!” one of the officers called over the noise while pointing
upwards. Zinjin and Corey both allowed themselves a quick glance into
the now smoke-filled sky. Corey hardly saw it at first, but the smoke had
shifted a little and he caught a quick glimpse of the rescue chopper before the
smoke again devoured it.
“That’s our ticket out of here!” Zinjin relayed to the rest of the group as the
chopper began tracking and destroying aliens with gunfire from its huge Gatling
guns. “You go. I’ll cover you. Move!” Zinjin yelled at the top of his lungs, urging
the others towards the chopper. He stayed behind and began laying down heavy
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cover fire.
The chopper began to lower itself closer to the ground, all the while
continuing its onslaught. The ground exploded from impacting missiles.
“Admiral, we have them in sight and are now attempting to pick them up,”
the pilot reported to Lyons, who was anxiously awaiting the news on the other end
of the communications channel.
“Don’t tell me, do it, dammit! Get them out of there now!” Lyons barked.
The pilot began heading towards the small band of soldiers as they quickly made
their way towards the chopper.
Upon hearing the oncoming chopper one of the aliens looked into the sky.
Suddenly a pair of organic wings began to emerge from the armored skin on its
back. The wings unfolded revealing razor-sharp wing tips and two small organic
psionic cannons on both of the forewings. Beating his large bat-like wings, the alien
began to rise off the ground at a slow pace until clearing the trees before making a
beeline for the chopper.
“We’re in position,” the chopper pilot relayed to his gunner while carefully
lowering the craft into the trees. The cover fire that the helo’s gunner laid down
had effectively managed to push the aliens back a good distance beyond the trees
to where they weren’t visible, but the surrounding area was tight and packed full of
trees and vines which didn’t leave him with too much room to maneuver.
“It’s now or never open the hat…” he never got to finish his sentence. At that
very moment an alien came crashing through the window and quickly decapitated
him with its gleaming metal-like claws. Zinjin and the others below looked on
helplessly as the chopper spun out of control and out of their sight. They heard a
loud crashing noise as the aircraft fell into a large group of trees. This was followed
by a loud explosion.
“Aw shit!” Corey groaned to himself watching their ride home go up in
smoke.
“Forget about ’em, they’re history and we are too if we don’t keep moving,
Go!” Zinjin shouted to his team, urging them forward. The Shi’aki had been pushed
back, but they’d be on them again in no time. Corey agreed. The remaining seven
members quickly sprinted through the underbrush in an attempt to lose their alien
pursuers before finding a place to rest.
“Great, just great,” one of the surviving soldiers mumbled under her breath.
“We’re dead,” she panted heavily, wearily plopping herself down on a nearby tree
trunk. She had completely run out of steam. Glancing at the rest of his crew, Zinjin
could see that they were just as tired. Most of them were seriously wounded. There
was no way they’d be able to keep up with his pace. They needed time to rest.
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Scouting the area, Zinjin surmised that they had successfully managed to
lose their pursuers for the moment. Standing side-by-side with Corey, he surveyed
the mass destruction of the once beautiful rainforest. The wrecked chopper seemed
to capture the attention of their enemies for the moment.
“We’re lost, defenseless, and there’s no way home,” the officer continued
depressingly.
“We’re not dead, not yet anyway,” another officer stated indicating the
hopeless air among the group.
“Yes we are! Don’t tell me we’re not! Look at us, we’re nothing compared to
them!” she burst out frantically, capturing everyone’s attention. She was beginning
to lose it.
“We’ll hide out, they’ll have to leave sometime,” another officer idealized.
“Hide?” she laughed sarcastically. “You don’t know these guys, do you? We
can’t hide. They’ll find us! That’s what they do! They’ll hunt us down like dogs until
they have our hearts in their fuc…” she was now screaming frantically. Corey, who
had been trying to think of an alternate course of action, suddenly became agitated
at the officers whining and without thinking quickly spun around and delivered a
heavy open-hand blow to her face.
“Will you shut the hell up? Of course they’ll find us with you yelling like
that! You wanna tell them where we are?” He scolded her intensely as everyone
stared at him in disbelief. “No one’s dead, no one’s going to die, you hear me?
Just give me some time to fuckin’ think!” he declared as his eyes searched theirs,
desperately trying to get them to understand.
Looking at the officer he had just struck he took notice of a large red
handprint that began to appear on her left cheek. His heart sunk at the sight of her
sobbing gently to herself as one of the others came to comfort her. He turned around
to where Zinjin was standing still looking out into the smoke-filled jungle.
Damn you, Corey thought to himself as he studied his friend calmly standing
by. Cool as a cucumber in winter snow, he thought silently to himself. However,
he was filled with admiration for his friend’s composure in hard times. He slowly
walked over to him.
“So, what’s the call?” Corey asked.
“Chopper’s got their attention for now but not for long. They’re gonna come
after us,” Zinjin stated.
“Yeah, I know. So what do we do? Just wait till they get here?” Corey
pried.
“What do you think?” Zinjin retorted smartly. “Don’t worry, I’ll think of
something. Right now I say we get moving before they discover we’re gone,” he
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said shouldering his gun and walking away from the group. “Or you could stay here
if you like,” he glanced back at them.
“No thanks,” Corey replied. “All right people, this ain’t no freakin’ picnic,
let’s move!” The others complied. Turning around, Corey saw the officer he’d
struck standing by herself in solitude. She had long since stopped crying and now
stood with a downcast expression on her face. He slowly strolled over and put his
arm around her. He was trying to think of what to say to her to make amends for his
previous action. He finally decided on a sincere apology.
“Sorry I hit you, I lost it,” he continued.
“It’s all right I deserved it. I don’t know what came over me,” she replied
with a short laugh.
“Stop. You’re a good soldier, but I can’t have you going to pieces like that
on me. If we’re going to get out of here alive, we’ve all got to keep our cool,
including me,” he reasoned, more to himself than to her.
“I know,” she smiled.
“You ok now?” Corey inquired tenderly.
“Yeah, I guess so. I just wish I could be more like him,” she replied glancing
at Zinjin, who was clearing a path through the jungle with his blade.
“Me too,” he admitted he hugging her and breathing a sigh of relief. “Now
let’s go.”
The group moved unhindered for about fifteen minutes. Coming to a small
clearing, they stopped. Looking back at his men, Zinjin could tell that they were
exhausted. Unlike him, none of his other team members possessed the enhanced
healing abilities that he did. Their injuries and fatigue were beginning to take a toll
on them. It wouldn’t be long until they reached their limit. Using his keen sense
of smell, he could tell that the Shi’aki were back on their trail, although they had
managed to place a considerable amount of distance between them. Saying nothing,
he picked up his gun and walked over towards Corey.
“Take the others and go to the far edge of the jungle, as far away from here
as possible. See what you can do about getting everyone out of here in one piece,”
he instructed as he loaded another cartridge into his gun.
“Where are you going?” Corey inquired casually.
“That’s not your concern,” Zinjin answered him quickly.
“Zinjin, this is no time for heroics. We’ll have a better chance of getting out
of here if we stick toget…” Corey began.
“You have your orders, soldier!” Zinjin said sternly, asserting his authority
over their friendship. He hated to do so, but in this case he found it necessary. There
was no time to argue.
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“Take this,” he said, handing Corey a small emergency beacon. He’d
activated it the second the first chopper went down. Knowing Lyons, there was
probably another chopper or two on the way. This would key them in on the team’s
position. “Be sure to get everyone out of here in one piece. That’s your job now,”
he said, patting Corey on the shoulder before turning and quickly backtracking
through the jungle.
Corey glared after him steadily. He knew that Zinjin was about to do
something drastic. However, he couldn’t deny the chain of command. He watched
helplessly as his friend disappeared into the jungle. He desperately wanted to do
something but he didn’t know what. He had to follow his orders in order to ensure
the safety of the others, but he couldn’t let his best friend take on a possible suicide
mission alone. What was he to do?
Zinjin slid slowly through the jungle. His military boots easily crushed the
once beautiful, but now charred and ugly burnt shrubbery. He began to feel little
trickles of rain gently kissing his forehead. For some reason he felt at home here in
the jungle. Perhaps it was because of the isolation. Either way, he didn’t mind it at
all.
He had spent the last hour covering his team’s trail and setting up cleverly
hidden booby traps so that the Shi’aki would have a harder time catching up to
them. He could tell from a number of distant explosions that some of his traps had
worked. The last one which he’d set up on a narrow pass between two of the hills
they’d passed through had been designed to cause a landslide which would bury the
pursuing aliens and force those that hadn’t been caught in it to take the long way
around in order to catch up to the team.
The explosive traps also served to alert the team to the Shi’aki’s presence
and encourage them to move their asses. He wasn’t too worried about the aliens
with flight capability because the trees would provide enough cover from above
if the team were smart enough to stay out of the open. He knew he’d trained them
better than to make a mistake like that.
Since it had begun to rain, the aliens would have a harder time tracking the
team so he could rest a little easier on that issue. Now it was time for him to start
thinking of his own safety.
He’d given his emergency beacon to Corey, which meant that there was no
way a rescue team would be able to track his location. Also, considering the fact
that he was now in enemy territory, and knowing how loyal his team was to him,
he didn’t want to take the risk of giving away his location so that they could do
something stupid like coming back into the forest to look for him. He could survive
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on his own. His main concern was to make sure that Corey and the rest of the group
could make it out alive.
His strategy was to head along the north ridge and then make his way south
past the grid. Once he was sure he was out of Shi’aki territory, he would turn west
and try making it into Sector 172. It would take him a few days to get there, but
once he made it he would easily be able to get transport into the city and hitch a ride
back to one of the local military bases. From there, he would go back to COBRA
and report the situation to his commander. There were a lot of dead soldiers to be
accounted for.
He’d been walking for about twenty more minutes when he noticed a faint
light in the distance. Unsure of what to make of it, he carefully made his way
around the bend only to find himself staring at a small Shi’aki relay station that had
been neatly hidden away between some large clusters of trees. This was what he
and his team had been looking for.
No wonder it was so hard to find, he thought to himself, noting the small
size of the structure in front of him. Of course he knew that what he was seeing was
probably only the tip of the iceberg. The Shi’aki were well known for building their
structures underground, so the actual facility was probably much larger; it was only
hidden from view. What he was seeing looked to be one of the few access points
for vehicles or supplies. The discovery caught him totally off guard, causing his
priorities to shift.
Now that he’d managed to locate the installation, he needed notify HQ of
its whereabouts so that they could launch a strike against it and destroy it as soon as
possible. Having a Shi’aki facility of any kind in this sector was a major problem.
There was only one thing to do.
Getting his bearings, he quickly calculated the chopper’s crash site from his
current location. Although it was raining, the smell of smoke, fuel and burnt flesh
still hung in the air, making it easy for him to pinpoint the chopper’s location. It
was only a few miles from his current position. He’d head back there and check to
see if the chopper’s communications system could be salvaged. If so, he’d use it to
relay a message about the installation’s position back to HQ and just wait there for
pick-up once the strike commenced.
The rain had long since become heavier, transforming itself into a tropical
rainstorm as Zinjin carefully weeded his way through the dense forest towards the
crash site. He was soaked to the bone and was finding it increasingly difficult to
find his footing in the thick, deep mud in which he was now wandering, however,
he soon managed to locate the wreck. Surprisingly, he detected no enemy presence,
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but he was still wary. The craft was completely destroyed. The outer shell of it still
smoldered from the huge fire that had erupted within upon impact. It was obvious
that no one had survived the crash but he checked nonetheless.
Entering the demolished hull, he stepped back as his nostrils burned with
the stench of putrid chemicals and burnt human flesh as it swept past him into the
free atmosphere outside. Recovering quickly, he continued. Searching the cabin for
something useful he managed to locate a small utility bag in a small compartment
near the front, containing a few medical supplies. Moving to the cockpit, he managed
to locate the onboard comm-link. It was fried beyond his worst imagination, but he
was confident that he could make it work somehow. He’d just need to cannibalize
parts from other onboard machinery.
Poking around a little longer and finding nothing useful he abandoned the
search. Night would be coming soon and with no crew or supplies, there wasn’t too
much he could do mission wise. It would take him half the night to find the parts to
repair the communications equipment so he decided to get to work.
Looking around the outside of the helo, he stumbled across a container
which was used to transport the experimental thermo-gravitonic charge. It appeared
to be intact. Inspecting the device inside, he found that it to be undamaged. Being a
demolition’s expert, he was sure that he could find some kind or use for the device
prior to leaving the sector. A new idea began to form in his head.
Although it had never been field tested, if used correctly, upon remote
detonation, the thermo-gravitonic implosion would take out everything in a fivemile radius, including the hidden base, in one blast, leaving nothing but a huge
crater where the base had been. He would be safely on the other side of the forest
before the Shi’aki even knew what hit them. If that was the case, then there might
not be a need for a strike team after all. He wrestled with the idea for a few moments
before deciding to return to the task at hand. First he needed to contact HQ, once
that was done, he’d plan his next strategy.
After successfully scrounging up the necessary parts and disposing of the
dead bodies inside of the burnt-out helo’s cabin, Zinjin set to work reconstructing
the communications equipment. He had almost completed his work when he heard
a slight squishy-wet sound of mud behind him.
“What the hell are you doing here? I told you to wait with the others,” he
growled angrily to the shadow standing behind him.
“Covering your ass. I kinda figured you’d be here,” Corey stated matterof-factly while emerging from the shadows. Zinjin was pissed beyond belief at his
friend’s stupidity. Looking up to meet his gaze, he fought the sudden urge to reach
out and snap Corey’s neck for taking such a risk. He managed to control himself.
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“I didn’t need your help. I can take care of myself. I should have your ass
court-martialed for this,” he glared sternly.
Corey could see that his friend didn’t like having his orders ignored one bit,
but he continued to stand his ground. “So court-martial me when we get back to
HQ. I’d rather lose my rank than my best friend any day,” he replied coolly.
“Stupid,” Zinjin retorted, not really knowing how to respond to that answer.
Corey secretly smiled to himself knowing that he had won. Zinjin gave up. Now
that the deed had already been done, there was no use brooding over it. He’d be sure
to kick his ass for it in training once they got back to base and things settled down
a bit. Right now, he had more important things to worry about.
“What about the others?” Zinjin asked, returning back to his work while
Corey made his way inside of the chopper and sat down across from him. The rain
continued to ping the outside of the aircraft.
“The traps you set bought us enough time to get to the edge of the jungle. I
think the Shi’aki finally got tired of chasing us and gave up,” Corey stated with a
chuckle. He received no response whatsoever. “Don’t worry, they’re safe. Kimbly’s
comm unit got fried in the firefight, but we were able to make it across the river. On
the way we found an old fishing boat. We were able to salvage the radio and make
a short-range communicator out of it. They’re broadcasting their location on the
same band as the emergency beacon as we speak. With any luck COBRA should
pick them up in a few hours,” he finished.
“And the emergency beacon?” Zinjin questioned. Corey pulled the small
device out of his pocket and handed it to him.
“Return to sender.” Zinjin took it and returned back to his work.
“What made you think I’d be here?” he asked curiously.
“Just a hunch. There’s not too many other places for you to go so I figured
that you’d probably try to make contact with HQ to let them know our status,”
Corey assumed. “Guess I was right.”
“Not really. Actually, I was on my to Sector 172. You’d have been waiting
here for nothing if I hadn’t found that relay station,” Zinjin informed him rather
harshly.
“What? You found it? The base? How?” Corey exclaimed, completely
shocked at the news.
“Lucked out I guess. It’s a few miles south of here just beyond the ridge.
Very well hidden, mostly underground,” Zinjin continued.
“So you decided to backtrack here and try to contact HQ,” Corey finished.
Zinjin responded with a nod when something caught the corner of his eye.
Without warning Zinjin whipped out his gun and fired a quick volley of shots
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into the darkness outside while simultaneously shoving Corey out of the other side
of the chopper. He just barely managed to make it out himself before the interior
was peppered by a rapid blast of laser fire.
“What the hell was that?” Corey asked, getting to his feet and grabbing his
gun while nervously scanning the area for unseen enemies.
“They’re on to us!” Zinjin replied, glancing at the group of aliens closing in
on them from the left side. Must be a recon team, he quickly reasoned to himself.
Either that, or Corey was followed, he thought, recalling how his friend had
informed him that the Shi’aki had given up their pursuit of him and the rest of the
team. However, that was something he couldn’t afford to concern himself with at
the moment. Wasting no time, he and Corey took cover and started to return fire.
“These guys just don’t know when to quit!” Zinjin commented to himself as
the aliens continued their assault.
“Gotta give `em points for persistence, but I think we’d better get the hell
outta… Look out!” Corey yelled, spotting an alien in the trees behind them. Without
thinking of his own personal safety he instinctively leapt towards his friend and
roughly shoved him backwards. Zinjin landed with a solid bone-crunching thud
on the mud-covered ground. Rolling to his feet he was just in time to see a highpowered laser beam slice its way into Corey’s back and through his chest cavity.
Corey stood with a bewildered expression on his face as he saw the smoke
from his burnt insides billow up in a heavy black cloud. Suddenly a harsh pain
shot through his whole body to the very fibers of his soul. He dropped to his knees
as the unbearable pain increased. His forehead had become sweaty and he felt his
temperature steadily rising. He tried to scream, but the smoke instantly rushed into
his lungs, filling them with the foul-tasting stench of charred flesh and blood. He
was choking.
He frantically looked around, for what he didn’t know. His vision was
blurring and the whole world had become a dizzying whirl. Out of the corner of
his eye he saw Zinjin. He was coming towards him. It looked like he was saying
something; something he couldn’t hear for the loud rush of blood in his ears. Zinjin,
of course, if anyone could help him, Zinjin could.
Why is everything moving so slow? Corey asked himself. Zinjin was
running but everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. His vision began to
darken. Zinjin, he called in his mind. Why doesn’t he answer me? Corey wondered
to himself as the final bit of light faded from his eyes. Total darkness engulfed him
and a bitter freezing cold sliced into his soul.
What’s happening? he pondered to himself as his thoughts immediately
turned to his son. Jason! Where’s my son? I can’t let anything happen to my son. I…
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he lost his thoughts along with his consciousness.
“No!” Zinjin screamed as he saw Corey’s almost lifeless body slowly slump
to the floor. Shooting the alien that had injured his friend, Zinjin dropped his gun
and rushed over to Corey’s side. He was totally oblivious to the near missing laser
fire that rained in his wake.
“You damn idiot! What the hell were you thinking? I had everything under
control! Why the fuck do you think I told you to wait with the others?” he screamed
angrily at his friend for taking such a risk. Suddenly his heart was filled with sorrow.
“Corey… Corey, please… hang in there. I’ll get you out of here, I promise…” he
pleaded with his friend. He gently probed his neck, feeling for a pulse. He had
found one, it was weak, but it was there.
He’s not gonna last long, he thought to himself. Hearing a sound behind
him, he spun quickly to his right as one of the aliens jumped towards him with his
clawed hands poised to kill. The scout’s hand just barely missed Zinjin’s throat as
he nimbly dodged to his left while deflecting the blow with his left arm. A wave
of pain wracked his body as the force of the attack jarred him and the bones in his
forearm collided with the alien’s tough armored skin. Using the warrior’s forward
momentum to his advantage, he skillfully clothes-lined his unsuspecting enemy by
the neck with his right arm, slamming him forcefully to the ground.
Grasping his gun, he was about to finish the alien off when an intense pain
penetrated his left side. Zinjin screamed as the force of the blast knocked him
backwards; he lost his grip on the gun and went sliding through the mud. Once
again he instinctively rolled to his feet. Trying to stand, he felt and unbearable pain
in his left side. Looking down, he noticed that his left hand was covered in blood
and his shirt was singed from where the laser had hit him. He’d been shot!
Remembering the comm unit device he had been working on before the
attack, he dived back into the chopper to search for it. The aliens continued to spray
the inside of the chopper with laser fire as his hands fumbled for the device. Unable
to reach it, and he inadvertently latched onto something else. It was the graviton
bomb. Thinking quickly, Zinjin removed the device from its case, and ignoring the
pain in his left side, he carefully lifted Corey onto his shoulders in a fireman’s carry
and snatched up his gun before making a wild sprint through the jungle.
He didn’t have to look back to figure out that the aliens were hot on his tail.
He could tell that from the short intervals of having to dodge laser fire. He retaliated
a little by firing small bursts of ammo from his gun, but for the most part he ran,
ducked, and dodged through the vast vegetation while ignoring the pain in his side
and recalling some of the schematics of the surrounding area. A plan began to form
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in his head.
There was a large gorge about forty meters ahead of him that had at one
time been filled with water from one of tributaries of the Amazon River. He had
noticed it before on their way to into the jungle. It was pretty shallow, but it might
just serve its purpose. His question was with the Shi’aki hot on his tail, could he
make it in time?
One way to find out! Zinjin reasoned steadily increasing his speed. His
muscles ached and he was losing a lot of blood, but he couldn’t stop! For Corey’s
sake he had to continue! Fifteen meters away. The aliens were quickly starting to
catch up to him. Another laser slammed into his right shoulder from behind. He
didn’t stop. If he could just...
Almost there… Zinjin thought to himself as the laser fire around him
increased intensity, he was now being assailed from every direction. He stumbled
briefly as another laser grazed his calf muscle. With sheer determination, he pushed
and strained every fiber of his being for one last step before jumping over the edge
of the gorge.
No sooner had he jumped than a rapid strafe of laser fire flew over his head
catching Corey’s shirt on fire. Then all was silent. They fell for what seemed to be
an eternity and Zinjin dared not venture to open his eyes until he impacted with the
icy cold depths of the Amazon River below.
He sank until his lungs began screaming for the air they so longed for before
shooting to the surface. The cold water felt good on his hot sweat-covered body. He
broke through the surface and quickly grabbed Corey, who had begun to sink.
Fortunately for him, due to the Shi’aki’s dense body structure, they couldn’t swim.
However, he wasn’t out of the woods yet. The river current was very strong and
threatened to carry them farther down river than he intended.
Grasping the case containing the bomb in his strong teeth, Zinjin ditched
his gun in the water and focused the reserves of his strength on getting himself
and Corey to shore. Fighting against the strong current and rushing water, he
finally managed to swim to safety. Dragging Corey’s lifeless body to shore he
carefully turned his friend over on his side and checked his pulse. The cold water
had succeeded in completely stopping the bleeding, but Corey’s condition was
beginning to worsen. His pulse rate was almost undetectable and his temperature
had dropped considerably. At this rate, he wouldn’t last much longer. He had to find
a way to get him out of here.
Zinjin plopped down wearily on the soft mud-covered bank. The upriver
swim with Corey’s dead weight had left him completely drained. The damage
to his shoulder and calf were minimal; however, when trying to stand, he felt an
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unbearable pain in his left side. Looking down, he noticed that his left hand was
covered in blood.
The laser had managed to slice its way through his lower ribs. Judging from
the way he was bleeding and his labored movements, he guessed it had probably
managed to do some damage to his internal organs. His breathing was becoming
labored and he was finding it difficult to stand. Even with his enhanced metabolism,
he wouldn’t make it very long in this condition. He needed to find an exit soon or
both he and Corey were going to die here.
Glancing at his dying friend, a brief feeling of grief and uncertainty washed
over him. In all of his years, very few humans had ever looked after him the way
that Corey had. No matter what, he had always been there when Zinjin needed him.
There weren’t too many humans that had been able to prove themselves worthy
enough to gain his complete trust. But Corey was one of them. Yet, because of that
trust, he now lay there dying in front of his very eyes and deep down inside, Zinjin
knew that there wasn’t a damn thing that he could do about it. But that wasn’t going
to stop him from trying. If he were human, perhaps he would have cried. But in
truth, that was something that he had never learned how to do.
Corey had a son waiting back at the base for him. Even if he didn’t make it
out alive, the least Zinjin could do was try to make sure the body made it back to
base. He owed Corey at least that much.
Although the Shi’aki couldn’t swim, he’d never heard of one that had
drowned either. If he’d found a way to cross that river, so would they eventually,
even if it meant walking across the bottom of it. They could hold their breath for
a lot longer than he could and what they lacked in the ability to float, they more
than made up for in sheer determination. He was sure that they would catch up to
him eventually but for now as painful as it was, he had to force himself to keep
moving.
“Let’s go get some heat on you before you freeze to death,” he whispered to
Corey while gently lifting him onto his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. Grabbing the
thermo-charge, he slowly began trekking through the trees.
After an hour of walking, his body finally started to give out on him.
Deciding to rest, he laid Corey down the ground and covered him with leaves. They
were wet, but it was the best he could do for the moment. His friends condition was
rapidly worsening and at the rate Zinjin was moving, there was no way he’d be able
to make it out of the area in time to save him. There was only one shot at that.
Looking at the river, he noticed that the current had somewhat smoothed
itself out and the water wasn’t as choppy as before. Spying a nearby tree trunk that
had collapsed due to rot and wind damage he wearily made his way to it. Removing

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

95

his machete-like blade, he expertly finished hollowing out the narrow insides of the
tree. Using the rotten wood from inside, he piled it up near Corey before digging
into his friend’s pack and removing a handful of emergency flares.
Although he knew it was risky and would alert the Shi’aki to his whereabouts,
he had no choice but to use them. Igniting one, he created a bonfire next to Corey in
order to keep his already hypothermic body from freezing to death. This done, he
quickly covered the inside of the makeshift boat with a thick layer of mud before
filling it with the driest leaves and tinder he could find before flipping it upsidedown and tossing four more flares inside. These flares were designed to burn for
up to three hours each. The intense heat from the flares would dry the mud on the
inside, making the single-man life raft a little more water resistant for its trip down
river. Coating the outside of the boat with another layer of mud, he let it bake as
well as the rain would permit while turning his attention to the third task at hand.
Carefully removing the thermo-gravitonic charge from its silver casing,
Zinjin set to work rewiring the device. As a demolitions expert, he’d done this kind
of work before, although not on a piece of equipment as sophisticated as this one.
Any slight mistake or wire crossed in the wrong direction would blow both him
and Corey straight to hell and back quicker than he could sneeze so he had to work
cautiously. After a bit of tinkering, he finally managed to disable the safety locks on
the timer and remote detonation switches. That would make the device a little easier
to work with.
Seeing as how he didn’t have a remote detonator for it, once he made it back
to the Shi’aki relay station, he’d have to use it as a time bomb instead. He set the
timer for six minutes. He didn’t know how far he’d be able to get in such a short
amount of time, but given his rapidly deteriorating physical condition, the odds of
him making it out of here in one piece were relatively slim anyway. If it would keep
HQ from sending more men out here to get killed, it’d be worth it. But no matter
what happened, he wasn’t going down without a fight. The Shi’aki were definitely
going to feel his teeth around their necks before he went. Besides, he had more than
just a little debt to settle with them. He just hoped his wife would forgive him for
being so selfish.
With that task completed, he took the time to try mending his wounds the
best he could. Using some ground leaves and nearby herbs as medicine, he packed
them into the hole in his side in order to stop the bleeding. It hurt like hell, but at
least that would keep him from leaking blood like a damaged oil tanker. His healing
factor was already taxed to its limit so he needed to reserve as much strength as he
possibly could in order to make it back across the river before the Shi’aki managed
to track him to this spot. He knew he had little time left and would have to leave
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soon, but right now what he needed to do was rest.
He was hungry, but considering he didn’t know how much damage, his
internal organs had sustained, he thought that eating one of Corey’s emergency
rations might do more damage than good. Those things were barely digestible as it
was. The constant cold and rain had managed to somewhat dull the pain in his side
for the moment. At least in this condition he’d be able to move a bit.
Checking Corey’s pulse, he noted that his friend’s condition had actually
started to stabilize itself a bit. It was probably due to the warmth. Zinjin had already
packed his wounds with the same leaf and herb cocktail he was using on himself
and had covered the most severe injury to his chest with mud as a sealant. That
would at least keep him from bleeding to death once his blood was warm enough to
begin flowing again. That was the best he could do for now.
Ripping off one of the military patches stitched to what remained of his
shirt, Zinjin removed his comrade’s camouflage kit and used the black waterproof
oil marker to draw a small map of the area and the location of the Shi’aki’s hidden
installation. The drawing was child-like at best, but it wouldn’t be too hard for them
to figure out since he listed the global coordinates as well. This done, he placed
the drawing inside the metal case that had once contained the thermo-charge for
safekeeping.
Returning his attention to the raft, he could tell from the smell that the
makeshift clay inside of it had dried sufficiently enough for him to proceed. Flipping
the boat right side up, he watched as a large cloud of bight red and yellow smoke
billowed up from its interior. If the Shi’aki hadn’t been able to guess where he was
hiding before, they definitely knew now, which meant that he didn’t have much
time left. Placing two more flares into the small slots that he had hollowed out in
the back end of the raft, he securely tied their fuses together using a piece of his
own uniform soaked in some of Corey’s leftover flamethrower fuel. That would
give them at least a five-minute time delay before the real fuses were lit somewhere
farther down river.
Removing Corey from his resting place, he carefully laid him inside the raft
and placed the silver container under his shirt before re-tucking it securely into his
pants. This done, he removed the emergency beacon from his pocket and activated
it before placing it in Corey’s left breast pocket. If there were a chopper around,
they’d be sure to pick up on it and come to his aid.
Zinjin looked sorrowfully at his friend for a brief moment. He knew that
this would probably be the last time he’d ever see his friend alive. He didn’t really
know where to begin. “Hang tight, old friend. I’m gonna get you outta here. Your
son’s waiting for you back at HQ so just hold on a little bit longer, ok? When you
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see Yuri, tell her I love her and I’m sorry. Take care of her for me, will ya?” he
whispered softly, hoping that somehow his friend could hear him. For some reason,
he felt that he could.
Having run out of things to say, he slowly lit the fuse at the end of the boat
and slowly pushed it into the water. “Live,” he finished his prayer, watching in the
pale moonlight as the river ever so slowly carried its precious cargo downstream
like four palm bearers slowly putting an old friend to rest.
Picking-up a distinct scent through the rain, Zinjin quickly retrieved the
thermo-charge and started to make his way farther downstream. There was only one
more thing he needed to do before his mission was complete. He was going to pay
the Shi’aki a little visit.
It took him most of the night to finally make his way back across the river
and lose his pursuers. He had managed to find a place shallow enough to wade back
across to the other side, which saved him the trouble of swimming. The cold water
once again succeeded in temporarily numbing the increasing pain in his body. Right
now, he was moving on pure adrenaline alone. If he stopped too much, his pursuers
would catch up to him and fillet him like a fish, so he really had no choice but to
keep moving. For the moment he was able to outmaneuver them.
He made it back to relay station by morning. He had been traveling very
carefully so as not to trip any alarms or alert the Shi’aki to his presence. The place
seemed to be unusually quiet. He had spotted a few rovers heading back towards to
the place while he was en route to it. There was definitely some activity happening
there. But not for much longer.
Allowing himself a small pause, he cautiously surveyed his surroundings
in an attempt to locate the best entry point with the least amount of exposure or
security. On his way to the base, he’d spotted a series of solid rock caves which
were shallowly carved into the hills he had passed. Whether they were strong or
deep enough to protect him from the blast, he wasn’t sure, and given his current
physical condition, he’d be hard-pressed to make it to them in time, but for the
moment those were his best options for cover.
The good thing about this particular bomb was that he didn’t have to worry
about planting it directly on the surface of the structure. He just had to get close
enough for the facility to get stuck in the gravity well once it blew. That was just
as well for him. The farther away he could stay from the base and cause damage,
the better. Spotting a good location to plant the device, he slowly made his way
towards the facility. Keeping all of his senses on the alert, he carefully watched and
listened for any sign of movement or any scent of Shi’aki presence as he edged his
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was towards the perimeter. Only a few more feet and he’d be able to drop the charge
and split. Just then a green laser whizzed in front of his eyes, causing him to dive
for cover.
“Shit!” he growled rolling to his feet. How the hell did they find me? he
thought, trying to locate the source of the laser fire. Seeing nothing at first, he
glanced up into one of the surrounding trees just in time to see another green
laser come speeding from a small metal object attached to one of the limbs. Autotracking laser system. He should have known. Rolling out of the way of the blast, he
quickly scooped up a disk-shaped stone and flung it into the tree, slicing the robotic
laser arm neatly in half at the base. The laser fire stopped, but the commotion had
successfully managed to alert the surrounding sentries to his presence.
More laser fire began to pepper the area around him. He knew he didn’t
stand a fighting chance in his current condition and his latest diving maneuver
had successfully managed to rip open the wound in his side, causing him to start
bleeding again internally. He had been on the move all night running away from
the group of soldiers that had been pursing him so he hadn’t had time to eat and
rest enough to let his healing factor repair any of the major damage he’d sustained.
And now that he’d lost his packing, he was losing blood a lot faster than before.
Once again an intense pain shot through his side and his breathing became labored.
He needed to get out of here quickly, but there was one more thing he needed to do
first.
Taking a deep breath, he waited for a brief pause in the constant stream
of laser fire pummeling the rock he was hiding behind while activating the timer
on the thermo-gravitonic charge he held in his hand. This wasn’t exactly what he
had in mind, but it would have to do. Springing into the open he lobbed the object
towards the base with all of his might. The Shi’aki seemed to take no notice of it
and continued their pursuit of him. That was his cue to leave. Turning on his heels,
he sprinted through the forest.
Ducking quickly through the dense undergrowth, Zinjin nimbly leapt
through the air and dive-rolled over a fallen tree trunk. A barrage of strafed laser
fire punished the area around him. Rolling to his feet, he continued to dash through
the brush. Diving behind a tree, he briefly managed to shield himself from the
onslaught. He knew that it was only a temporary solution. The Shi’aki were still on
him and closing fast.
Judging by the rate of laser fire pounding the tree he was hiding behind, his
pursuers would be on him in seconds. Even if he could escape them somehow, there
was still the bomb he had made, which was set to go in the next few minutes. Given
his distance from the caves he’d spotted on his way in, he doubted that he’d be able
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to make it to them in time with the Shi’aki dogging his every step. But if he were
caught in the implosion when the bomb blew, it would be over. His options were
running very thin.
Stepping away from the tree, he stumbled briefly as another jolt of intense
pain tore through his body. A stream of warm, sticky blood began to flow freely
from between his clenched teeth. He knew he wasn’t going to make it, but he
wasn’t about to give up just yet. Peering over his shoulder, he could hear the Shi’aki
closing in on him.
Spying a large tree branch on the ground nearby, he picked it up. Kicking
the lower half of it at a sharp angle, he broke it, effectively transforming the end of
it into a sharp point. These bastards weren’t going to take him without a fight and if
he was going, so were they! But first, he needed a distraction.
Grabbing the broken half of the branch he held, he tossed it into a cluster of
bushes to his left and waited as the first of the Shi’aki guards passed his position.
Having heard the noise, the guard’s head was expectantly turned in the direction
from which it came. Perfect timing.
Zinjin was on him in seconds. Leaping from behind the tree, Zinjin, used
the branch as a bo staff and caught the guard with a crushing blow to the face as he
spun around. The force of the blow would have killed him instantly… if he were
human. The guard staggered backwards, only slightly stunned. That was all Zinjin
needed.
Recovering quickly, the guard raised his gun to shoot. Dropping beneath the
weapon, Zinjin swiftly foot swept the alien, knocking his feet from under him. The
guard hit the ground hard and Zinjin mercilessly finished him off by stabbing the
end of his makeshift spear into an exposed weak spot in the alien’s tough armored
throat. The alien writhed in pain while he desperately trying to pry the branch from
his trachea. Zinjin didn’t have time to completely finish the job.
Dodging a barrage of laser fire, Zinjin once again kicked the bottom end of
his makeshift weapon, breaking the top half and leaving the rest of it splintered in
his fallen enemy’s body. Acting instinctively, he twirled the branch around his body
in a defensive pattern, skillfully blocking and deflecting three rounds of laser fire.
Just then, a third alien attacked him from his right side. He tried to block the
assault by raising his weapon in front of him, but the guard smashed through it with
his clawed hand and slashed Zinjin across the chest. The two stumbled backwards
and fell. The force of the blow knocked the wind out of Zinjin and sent him and
his enemy tumbling and skidding through the mud-covered forest floor into a deep
ditch. The guard’s clawed hand closed around Zinjin’s neck, cutting off his air
supply and cutting deeply into his skin.
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Seeing an opening, Zinjin slammed the end of one half of the broken tree
branch he held into the alien’s head and followed the attack with a hard knee to his
enemy’s armored ribcage. The attack had almost no effect. Pinning the struggling
man to the ground, the alien slashed Zinjin across the face, leaving four long gashes
in his cheek and over his left eye. Then using the same hand, he stabbed him fiercely
in the chest, using his claws to cut deeply into the skin and muscle tissue. It was
going for his heart.
Zinjin screamed in pain as the alien’s clawed hand relentlessly dug into
his chest, rending bone and muscle tissue. He struggled to fight the alien off, but it
was no good. His strength was quickly leaving him. Once again, the alien punched
him across the face with his free right hand, knocking the rest of his energy from
him. Zinjin’s arms went limp and fell to the ground. He had no more fight left. The
alien had won. His breath became labored and his vision began to blur as the guard
continued to crush the remaining life from him. Just then, a loud explosion could
be heard in the distance.
Stopping, the alien looked behind him just in time to see the forest explode
into a glowing red ball of thermo-gravitonic energy. The ball continued to grow
in circumference, destroying everything in its path before suddenly starting to
shrink as the gravitational implosion began to take effect. Trees were uprooted and
hurled through the air due to the hurricane strength vaccum created by the resulting
implosion which forcefully grabbed and pulled everything nearby towards it. By
the time it was all over, everything in the area would be sucked into a shrinking ball
of superheated raw thermo-plasmic energy until nothing remained.
The alien watched in terror as the ground a few hundred meters behind
of him and his fallen opponent was heaved into the air by an invisible force and
sucked towards the red ball of energy in the distance, carrying his remaining three
alien comrades with it.
Seeing his chance, with his last reserves of energy, Zinjin lashed out at
his distracted aggressor. He caught the alien with a full-force palm punch to the
face, which completely shattered its jaw area. Then using his legs as leverage, he
forcefully catapulted the alien backwards towards the vacuum. The alien recovered
in no time and stood up to attack when suddenly the ground below him began to
shake and break apart. The alien quickly dug its claws into the ground in a vain
attempt to crawl free of the gravity well. It was no good. The entire area around him
was flung into the air and pulled backwards by an unseen force.
Zinjin watched mesmerized while his enemy was pulled through the air
and vanished screaming into the distance, but there was no time for celebration as
the ground surrounding him began to break apart as well. There was only one way
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he could possibly hope to escape the same fate his enemy had just experienced.
Since this was a surface detonation, the only way to escape the vacuum effect was
to outrun it, which given his current situation was practically impossible, but that
wasn’t going to stop him from trying!
Turning over onto his stomach, Zinjin struggled to get to his feet as the
ground around him began to break up and was pulled backwards through the air.
He wasn’t going to make it. Just then, the ground below him shuddered and cracked
open beneath his feet. Losing his balance, Zinjin stumbled and fell into the crack.
Groping with his hands, he desperately searched for anything to latch onto
and pull himself up. His bloodied body was covered in mud, making it almost
impossible for him to find any grip or footing. Using all of his efforts, he finally
started to crawl over the edge just of the newly opened ravine as the gravity well
drew closer. Whether he was sucked into the gravity well along with the rest of the
stuff in the area or he fell to his death in the ravine, either way he was screwed, but
for some reason the thought of being slowly crushed to death didn’t sit too well
with him. Suddenly, he lost his grip and his footing. He fell.
Roots and rocks battered him mercilessly as he felt himself plummeting
through the darkness below. He fell for an eternity then suddenly his descent
came to a bone-shattering stop as he landed roughly on a pile of rocks below. An
impenetrable darkness swallowed him.
“Zinjin…” a voice called from the darkness. Zinjin continued to lay
motionless on the pile of rocks and rubble that had broken his fall. He was barely
conscious, but he was sure that his keen ears had heard something.
“Zinjin…” the voice whispered again. No, he wasn’t imagining things.
Someone was calling him. With a shallow breath, Zinjin slowly managed to open
his eyes. It took them a few seconds to adjust to his surroundings. Apparently, he
had fallen into a cavern of some kind. As his eyes continued to focus, he began to
notice a strange red glow pulsating off the walls throughout the cavern. The light
danced softly in the shadows.
Turning his head slightly, Zinjin saw the source of the light. It was a strange
round orb the likes of which he had never seen before. The light emanating from
it washed over him, creating a gentle feeling of warmth as it pulsated to its steady
heartbeat-like rhythm.
Zinjin found himself entranced as the dancing light continued to call to
him. Using the last reserves of his strength, he rolled off of the pile of debris he
had been resting on. His effort was instantly rewarded by insurmountable pain. His
body was broken and bleeding and his strength had long since abandoned him. His
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breathing was shallow and labored. He was dying. Although he could feel the pain
and weakness slowly overcoming him as the last of his life force began to leave his
body, his mind was still entranced by the glowing red orb that lay in front of him. It
continued to call to him.
As if drawn by some unseen force, he began to crawl towards it. The light
continued to dance around him and seemed to become brighter the closer he came
to it. He had almost reached it when his strength completely left him. His body
slumped wearily to the ground and his eyes began to close. The orb continued to
call to him. With his last breath, he reached out and touched it…

CHAPTER 4
Sacrifice

“How close is it?” Admiral J. Lyons inquired, staring at a tactical layout of
the Attraxian Planetary Defense Grid. Though the grid was a detailed map showing
in its entirety the vast millions of light years the three galaxies in the council
represented, his attention was only focused on one small section.
“At current estimate, I’d say maybe three to four million light years away,”
one of the four men standing beside him stated matter-of-factly.
“Any theories on exactly what the hell this is?” Lyons asked, looking at the
blinking red dot on the layout. Its position on the grid was only a few inches away
from the perimeter of the Nebula galaxy, which was on the boarder of Attraxian
space.
“Not exactly, sir. When we first spotted it, we thought it was a giant meteor
or a slow-moving comet that had gotten trapped in a slow-moving gravity well,” a
second man wearing a long white laboratory issue jacket replied.
“And now?” Lyons pursued.
“We’re not sure, but given its current course and magnetic signature, we
think it could possibly be a ship of some kind,” a third man responded.
“How big is it?” Lyons inquired, turning around in his chair to face the
group of four scientists standing directly behind him.
“Huge. Exact measurements we don’t know,” one of the men answered.
“Give me an estimate,” Lyons cut him off.
“The size of North America, maybe more,” the last man in the group guessed
frankly from his seat.
“You’re shittin’ me!” the Admiral exclaimed, once again turning his attention
to the red got on the grid.
“Afraid not, sir,” the man replied.
“Who the hell would build a ship that big?” Lyons wondered aloud.
“Only one race that we’ve encountered could possibly have that kind of
technology and odds are, we aren’t friends with them. Any guesses?” the third
scientist joked dryly. Lyons glared at him for being a smart-ass before feeling the
impact of the younger man’s words.
“I was afraid you’d say that,” Lyons thought aloud, rubbing his temples
with his fingers. The pressure felt good on his baldpate. It was only a temporary
relief. “So you think this could be a Shi’aki ship?”
“Not just a ship. It’s possibly a battle cruiser or warship of some kind,” the
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fourth scientist in the group speculated thoughtfully while sipping coffee from his
plastic green mug.
“A battle cruiser that big?” Lyons inquired looking at him straightly. “How
much could a thing that size carry?”
“Don’t know, probably thirty to forty million troops and enough ships and
firepower to destroy a small planet in a matter of hours. That’s just based on its size.
Whatever it is and whatever it’s carrying, it’s heading straight for us,” the younger
man stated calmly. Lyons continued to stare at him briefly.
The young man’s name was Dr. Henri Wiltshire. He was one of the
council’s leading scientists and researchers in the areas of weapons development
and biogenetic engineering. At his young age he had already gained the reputation
of being one of the smartest men in the council.
It was he who not only designed and oversaw the fitting of the council’s
subspace fleet with their now standard arsenal of sub-particle weaponry, but he had
also been one of the primary architects of the planet’s atmoshield and planetary
defense grid systems just a few years after the Shi’aki’s initial attack. Without these
significant scientific contributions, the war would have been lost a long time ago.
“How long do we have?” Lyons continued.
“It’s hard to say, but at its current rate of movement, I’d say that we have
approximately four days before it enters our airspace. After that it would take
another two days before it reaches Earth,” Wiltshire replied evenly. He could see
that the Admiral was becoming more worried with each passing moment.
“That doesn’t leave us a lot of time,” Lyons admited thoughtfully while
spinning around in his chair to look at the group.
“Only 144 hours if you want to get technical,” Wiltshire agreed.
“Any suggestions?” Lyons asked.
“We’ve already begun preparations for launching an offensive before
the craft can enter our airspace. The Outer-Rim defense stations are rallying and
combining their fleets into a large assault force and are currently outfitting and
upgrading the smaller crafts with the latest shield and weapon arsenals that we
have. But if this thing is carrying half the power that I suspect it is, that will only be
enough to slow it down for a few hours before it pushes past the initial blockade.
"Right now, we’re assembling the Inter-Planetary Fleet and outfitting them
with the heaviest equipment we have. Altogether I’d say we have six to seven
hundred thousand ships including carriers, destroyers, crushers, and cruisers ready
to fight. Hopefully the initial blockade will be enough to cause substantial damage
to this thing before it breaks through the barrier so that the second assault can finish
the job,” Wiltshire laid out the plan which was already underway.
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Lyons allowed himself to relax a little bit. He was sure that nothing could
survive an offensive that intense, not with that many ships. “Looks like the council’s
already thought this through,” he observed. Wiltshire, however, didn’t seem as
confident. “Will it work?” Lyons asked carefully.
“Don’t know, but it’s the best we can do for now. If not, we still have our
‘ace’ although it’s not fully charged yet. If the initial offensive fails, that should
cause enough damage to it to halt its progress,” the younger man calculated.
“And if it doesn’t?” Lyons pressed, fearing the answer.
“Let’s just hope it does,” Wiltshire replied, meeting his gaze. Lyons didn’t
like what he saw in the younger man’s eyes. Things didn’t look good. Placing his
hand on his wrinkled forehead, Lyons once again rubbed his temples. Stress.
The past three years hadn’t been good to the council. A few months after
Zinjin’s team had managed to locate and destroy the first hidden Shi’aki base
that COBRA had discovered in Sector 27, more began to appear. As if the initial
invasion and constant fighting between the council and the Shi’aki wasn’t enough,
these ground-based installations posed the biggest threat. These forces were well
hidden and very difficult to locate. By the time most of them were found, it was
often too late. COBRA had sustained substantial losses due to their vicious attacks.
Now only a few COBRA installations remained.
Even the old COBRA HQ had been destroyed in one such attack, forcing
Lyons and the remaining advisory staff to relocate to their current hidden location.
They had no idea how the Shi’aki were gaining the intel used to locate their
installations so easily although a spy was the prime suspect. The Shi’aki hadn’t
managed to pinpoint their current location yet so at least they were safe for the
moment.
Feeling a migraine coming on, Lyons slowly rose from his chair. “Well,
there’s nothing we can do now but wait. I’ll be in my quarters. Keep me posted on
any changes,” he relayed to the bridge captain sitting to his left, who replied with a
brief nod.
The group of scientists quietly watched the bridge doors close behind him
as he exited. He definitely looked a lot older than he had a few hours ago when
they first met him. They hated to be the bearers of bad news, but in this case it was
necessary. If their theory was correct, they had a lot of preparations to make and not
a lot of time to do them in. The survival of mankind depended on it.
Lyons slowly made his way to his quarters. His head had already began
to throb as the weight of what the science advisors had just told him continued
to slowly press on him. I’m getting too old for this shit, he thought to himself,
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regretting his recent refusal to retire. This war had dragged on much longer than
he’d expected and it was beginning to take its toll on him both physically and
mentally. He’d lost so much over the years that he just wanted it to end.
Walking down the corridor of C-Base’s officer’s quarters, Lyons wearily
placed his old and worn palm on the door’s security scanner and waited patiently as
the soft green light scanned his handprint before giving him access to his room. The
door silently slid open and Lyons slowly walked in. His back and legs were very
sore and he found it difficult to see the small flight of stairs leading to his kitchen.
Missing the first step he stumbled into the post. His head was killing him.
“Lights,” he called groggily to his quarters onboard service computer and
the lights rapidly came on, blinding him with their intensity. “Dim,” he reinstated
to the computer, remembering that he had to be more specific with his instructions.
Giving his eyes time to focus, he continued into the kitchen and removed a capped
bottle of pills from the counter. “‘Migraine medicine. Take only as directed’,” he
read the label aloud. These things never really worked, but the false sense security
they provided was good enough to tide him over until he could sleep it off. Removing
the top he dry popped three of the pills.
“Coffee, black,” he instructed to the voice-activated computer system while
making his way over to his plush navy-blue-colored sofa. The coffee brewer in the
kitchen quickly went to work supplying his demands. A few minutes later he was
resting on his sofa enjoying a small black cup of coffee. He was beginning to feel
a lot better. Glancing casually around his apartment-like quarters, he felt strangely
out of place. It was as if he hadn’t been there in a long time. Since there were no
windows in his quarters, it was hard to keep track of the time in this place.
Just then his door buzzer rang. He hadn’t even gotten his coffee yet and he
was already being interrupted. He should have left an order not to be disturbed.
But given his high rank, the junior officers very rarely bothered him unless it was
important. He hoped that it was nothing to do with the scientists and why they were
here. At any rate, he decided he’d better see what it was.
“What is it?” he growled somewhat grudgingly into the built in comm unit
on his sofa arm so that whoever was on the other end could feel his displeasure. The
tactic seemed to have worked. The party on the other side hesitated for a bit.
“It’s Rivez, sir,” a voice stated rather timidly. Captain Rivez was a medical
officer in charge of the Cryo-Stasis labs. Lyons wondered what he was doing in this
section of the base. It was way out of his normal territory.
“Well, what is it?” Lyons pressed.
“Um, sir, I think there’s something you need to see. You have a visitor,”
Rivez answered somewhat carefully.

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

107

“A visitor? Well tell them to come back later, I’m busy right now and not in
the mood to entertain,” Lyons snapped rather irritably. This wasn’t an old-folks home
or a petting zoo. He wasn’t obligated to indulge anyone without an appointment. Of
all the nerve...
“With all due respect, John, I think you need to see this,” Rivez dropped the
ranks, addressing Lyons by his first name. That meant whatever this visitor had to
say was important and not something he should miss. As peeved as he was, Lyons
decided it would be in his best interests to comply. Perhaps it was a council member
coming to check on the status of their preparations.
“Fine. Come in,” Lyons called into the comm-link while trying to transform
his voice into a more pleasant tone. “Open,” he instructed the room’s computer.
His room door slid silently open. Rivez entered the room leading a plain-clothes
civilian behind him. Lyons was about to object but stopped short when he saw who
it was. The old man’s eyes widened as he sat up briefly. He looked as though he’d
seen a ghost.
“Holy mother of god... Zinjin? Is that you?” Lyons whispered, sinking
slowly back into his sofa as a torrent of questions flooded his mind at once. The
figure gave him a silent nod.
Zinjin had been reportedly killed in action over three years ago when he
and his team had located the first ground-based Shi’aki installation in Sector 27.
Although a few members of his team, including a fatally wounded Corey, who
they had found floating in a makeshift wooden boat with signal flares lit, an active
emergency beacon and a crude hand-drawn map of the Shi’aki installation’s location,
had survived and were successfully retrieved by COBRA’s recon and extraction
teams, Zinjin was nowhere to be found.
After the area had been destroyed by a large-scale thermo-gravitonic
implosion which took the Shi’aki base with it, COBRA had once again sent a
recon team to the site to look for him, but they had found nothing. Due to a slight
miscalculation in Zinjin’s re-designing of the bomb, everything within a forty-mile
radius had been destroyed. It had been assumed that Zinjin’s had been killed while
accomplishing his mission and giving his remaining team members an opportunity
to escape.
His funeral had been held two months later once Corey had almost fully
recovered from his cyber-plant operation. He had been posthumously promoted
to the rank of Captain and had received two Purple Hearts and two Medals of
Honor for his deeds. His wife had been given the full financial and social benefits
of his rank and command, as was COBRA tradition for officers who were killed in
action.
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Lyons was more than a little shocked and saddened when he heard that
Zinjin had bought it. Zinjin was a true survivor. That was what made him unique.
He knew that if Zinjin had survived the mission, he would have found a way to
contact COBRA. When he never showed up afterwards, that confirmed the reports
the admiral had read.
“They said that you were KIA during your last mission,” Lyons declared
somewhat nervously while assuming a sitting position and gesturing for his two
guests to do the same. They complied, seating themselves down quietly in chairs
across the table from him. “I suppose that report was less than accurate,” the
olderman continued, slowly regaining his composure.
“Somewhat,” Zinjin responded matter-of-factly, looking him in the eye.
Yep, that’s him all right, Lyons thought to himself, remembering Zinjin’s
unique way of carrying on an entire conversation in just one word. He was the
absolute king of one-liners.
“We received a coded distress call this morning on one of the old emergency
frequencies. The code was outdated and hadn’t been used in three years so of course
we suspected a trap. Anyway, we sent a few of our flyboys out there to investigate
with orders to cook the area if they found anything suspicious. When they got there,
they spotted a uniform and brought him back to the base’s med unit, where one of
the doctors recognized him. They immediately called me,” Rivez filled the admiral
in on the remaining details before continuing.
“Of course I was shocked to see him so I ran a sub-bio and DNA scan on
him just to make sure he’s the real deal. All tests were cleared a hundred percent,”
he concluded.
Lyons slowly tried to digest what he was now hearing. Zinjin sat quietly.
“What the hell happened to you in Sector 27? Where have you been for the past
three years?” Lyons asked in an attempt to fill in the blanks.
“I don’t remember much after the explosion,” Zinjin began. “After the
Shi’aki ambushed us, I sent the others to the side of the jungle and tried divert the
Shi’aki away from them. I stumbled across their base by accident so I went back to
the first chopper you guys sent for us in an attempt to relay the coordinates back to
base. Corey followed me and the Shi’aki got the jump on us. We were both injured
in the shootout so I tried to get Corey to a safe place where you guys could easily
find him and pick him up along with the coordinates to the base,” he continued.
“I was on my way out of the sector when the Shi’aki got the jump on me
again so I used the helo’s thermo-grav charge to take out the base,” he concluded.
“That explains why there was nothing left when our boys showed up looking
for you. The implosion from that blast left everything as bare as a baby’s ass,”
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Lyons reasoned aloud before asking the next obvious question. “That whole area
was cleared for miles. How the hell did you manage to survive?”
“I don’t know,” Zinjin replied slowly. “I don’t remember anything after the
blast. The last thing I remember I was being sucked in by the implosion. Then the
next thing I know I’m waking up ten days ago in a Brazilian native’s hut. They told
me they found me floating down the river and took me home. They’re a small tribe
of natives so they don’t have access to phones or communications gear to contact
anyone and the closest city was the one in Sector 172. According to them, I was
out of it for three years solid.” Zinjin explained. Lyons could tell that he wasn’t so
clear on all of the details himself. He seemed to have a difficult time remembering
exactly what had taken place.
“I had to wait a few days until I was well enough to move, but as soon as I
could I headed back up river to the nearest base. The place was demolished when
I got there, but I managed to get one of the communications consoles working and
called in for pick up,” he finished. The story made sense to a point.
“You sure he’s clean? No implants or anything?” Lyons asked, turning to
Rivez knowing full well that the Shi’aki had previously used their own soldiers
against them by implanting devices and biological agents inside of them for
espionage and sabotage purposes. He hoped that wasn’t the case this time.
“I’ve run every test we have on him. Physically, he’s two hundred percent
plus. Since he’s not like the rest us, I had to pull his previous medical records in
order to compare his normal biological status to his current one. Actually, his bioscans came out much cleaner than his last one four years ago. It’s probably due to
his hyperactive mutant metabolism and the long hibernation period.
“Right now his physical weakness is due to hunger. His stomach doesn’t
have any residuals of food at all and shows a sixteen percent shrinkage compared to
before, which indicates that he hasn’t eaten anything in a very long time. But I had
to run my tests first before I let him have anything. Mental scans all came out clean
as well. No apparent tampering or rewiring. I’d say he’s good save for the memory
loss,” Rivez reported, going through the chart on his lap before looking up at Lyons,
who seemed to be lost in his own thoughts before finally turning to Zinjin.
“Well, ghost or not, it’s still good to see you, son. I have to admit I was
kind of shocked when I heard you’d bought it,” he continued, looking at Zinjin. He
had been keeping an eye on Zinjin ever since he had first joined COBRA and had
shown the force what he could do. Lyons had always been amazed at the brilliance
and self-confidence he displayed although he was the only mutant officer in the
COBRA ranks and often disliked and mistrusted by his fellow officers.
He had always known that Zinjin would go far in the service because he
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was different from the other members of the force. His background made him a
lot stronger and more independent than the rest of the people under his command.
That’s why he was the best.
“So, I guess the question now is what do you want me to do with him? It’s
not often that we have the dead come back to greet us,” Rivez inquired. He was
right. This had the potential to turn into a personnel and accountability nightmare
once everyone found out about it. Not to mention the paperwork involved trying
to get him physically cleared and re-instated back into the C.D.U.L.O. The process
would take months and would also mean that Zinjin would have to go through a
lot more physical and mental screenings as well as inquiries to make sure that he
wasn’t a danger or security threat to the force.
Lyons trusted Zinjin with his life. Yet as much as he would have loved to
have Zinjin suit up and stick him back on the front lines, he had to admit that it was
a long shot. He’d be hard-pressed to convince any inquiry board that Zinjin had
simply been asleep for three years. While the story was somewhat believable given
the circumstances and Zinjin’s flawless reputation, his sudden reappearance would
raise a lot of questions. Some of which he was sure that neither he nor Zinjin would
have the answers to. It would look too suspicious.
From what he’d just heard, Zinjin had already been through enough. He
would have a hard enough time explaining things to his wife and three-year-old
son when he saw them so Lyons was certain that he didn’t need any more pressure.
Also considering what the scientists had told him earlier, things were going to get
pretty hairy here in the next few days. For some reason, Lyons just couldn’t find it
in himself to ask Zinjin to stay.
“Nothing else to do. We’re sending him home,” Lyons stated matter-offactly, having made up his mind. “He’s already received an official discharge so reinstating him would be a huge pain in the ass with lots of red tape to work through
and I just don’t have the time for it right now,” he reasoned to Rivez. “How many
people know about this?” he questioned, wondering how many people knew of
Zinjin’s sudden return.
“Only the pilots who picked him up and a few of the medical staff who
recognized him. Other than that, no one else has seen him. I whisked him away
before that could happen,” Rivez declared, easing some of the admiral’s concerns.
“Good, let’s keep it that way. I want you to put a gag order on those doctors
and anyone else who knows about this. Tell them I will have their balls on a stick
if they mention this to anyone, got it? I want him kept completely out of sight until
you finish all of your testing, examinations, or whatever else you have left to do,”
Lyons said sternly addressing Rivez.
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“Got it,” Rivez acknowledged, standing.
“I’ll set him up with an unused officer’s quarters close to the cryo-labs,” he
suggested making his way towards the door.
“No. Here’s fine. Put him in the officer’s quarters next to mine. This is
officer’s country so there’s less of a chance of some field soldier or snot-nosed little
gunnery-sergeant spotting him,” Lyons revised, giving Zinjin a smile. He felt bad
for talking around him for the past five minutes. “Besides, it’s a lot more spacious,
and the food’s much better.”
“Sorry for all the trouble,” Zinjin apologized slowly. He was positive that
the admiral was going out on a limb to cover him, and he knew why. Being gone
for three years and suddenly reappearing in perfect physical condition would leave
him in a position of being suspected of going AWOL instead of being in a coma for
the time. The inquiry process could take years and if the military council considered
him to be a deserter or a security threat, they could elect to have him locked up until
things worked themselves out and all of their inquiries were complete.
Considering the way the military justice system worked and the fact that
they were currently at war, he could be locked up for years simply on suspicion
before his case ever made it to trial or before they had time to properly investigate
his claims. He could tell that Lyons was working hard to spare him that. The admiral
had always done his best to look after him. That was why Zinjin had always been so
loyal to him. Lyons wasn’t like most humans. He was a lot like Corey, which was
exactly why Zinjin liked him.
“Not at all, son. Regardless of what happened to you or where you’ve been
for the past few years, you still took out that installation on your own. That not only
saved us a lot of trouble in locating it and tagging it ourselves, but it potentially
saved a lot of soldiers lives. With an installation planted that deep in C.D.U.L.O.
territory, they could’ve gotten the jump on us way before we even had time to
react. That’s what happened to the base in Sector 172. They ransacked it last year
and burnt everything to the ground, which is why HQ has been relocated here. So
believe me, you did us all a huge favor by getting rid of that thing. As far as I’m
concerned, your job’s done. Now let me do mine and get you home where you
belong,” Lyons said reaching across the table and patting Zinjin on the shoulder.
Rivez watched them both thoughtfully before heading to the door.
“I’d better get that gag order out before the rumors start spreading, if they
haven’t already,” he addressed Lyons, who responded with a nod before turning his
attention back to Zinjin. “I’ll have somebody stop to get your quarters set up and
bring you some food. You must be seriously starving. I’ll stop by to check on you
later,” he said as the doors slid open.
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“Thanks,” Zinjin replied quietly, he was indeed hungry.
“No problem. It’s good to have you back, Captain,” Rivez answered with
a quick grin before letting the doors close and continuing his way down the hall.
Although he and Zinjin had barely known each other before, he could see why the
admiral appeared to have taken such a liking to him. Turning the corner, he headed
back to the med labs.
Rising from his sofa, Lyons went to a small mini-bar-style table located
next to his kitchen; he carefully selected a bottle of brandy and poured some into
two crystal glasses. “This should warm you up,” he said offering one of the glasses
to Zinjin, who accepted it with a thank you.
The two men sat and talked for hours as Zinjin told the admiral everything
he remembered about his last mission. There wasn’t really too much to tell, but his
story collaborated completely with the reports of those who had managed to survive
the mission, including Corey. Lyons knew that it would. In turn, Lyons filled Zinjin
in on some of the things which had happened during his absence from COBRA.
The Shi’aki were building more land-based installations across the planet
and were moving troops to the surface in an attempt to stage a surface-based
offensive against the Earth armies. It had just recently been learned that they were
sneaking past the planetary defense grid via a hole somewhere in the North Atlantic
region. The hole had been patched, but there was no telling exactly how many of
the Shi’aki forces had managed to penetrate the grid, and that was proving to be a
problem.
Lyons also told him about the council’s current situation and the mysterious
enemy ship currently heading towards Attraxian space. For some reason, Zinjin
didn’t seem too surprised to hear the news. Lyons supposed he was simply too tired
or hungry to care either way. He’d been through one hell of a day so it was fair.
The two discussed possible battle strategies for the upcoming offensive. As usual,
Zinjin was as sharp and cunning as ever. He would have made one hell of a tactical
advisor.
Having received confirmation from Rivez that Zinjin’s room preparations
were completed, Lyons ordered a rather large meal to be brought up to his quarters.
The older man watched while Zinjin wolfed down plate after plate of food. He
couldn’t help but smile. Zinjin reminded him a lot of himself in his younger years.
Once the dinner was finished, he sent the Zinjin to his quarters to get some rest. If
all went well, he would be on his way home in just a few days. Until then, Lyons
would enjoy his company.
It had been raining all morning. The city streets were slick with oily residue
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covering wet concrete. Zinjin didn’t seem to notice. Stepping out of the passenger’s
seat of his military escort’s humvee, he removed a duffle bag carrying a small
number of personal belongings. He was wearing a full officer’s dress uniform with
countless medals of honor and courage covering his left breast pocket, including
two Purple Hearts. His boots were shined to glassy black mirrors which clearly
reflected the image of the area surrounding him.
“You ok, sir?” the soldier in the humvee’s driver’s seat asked, noticing that
he seemed to be a little out of place.
“Fine,” Zinjin responded coming out of his trance.
“Sure you don’t want me to take you farther into the city, sir? It’s not a
problem,” the driver inquired with a hint of concern in his voice. The city was a
little over a half-mile away and the highway bridge they were on wasn’t really
designed for pedestrians. But then again, nobody would really be on it this early in
the morning.
“No, that’s ok. I’ll walk thanks,” Zinjin answered turning to him. “Thanks
for the ride.”
“No problem, sir,” the soldier said giving him a quick and smart salute.
Zinjin returned it.
“Tell the admiral I said thanks for everything.”
“Will do, sir,” the soldier replied with a grin before turning the jeep around
and waving good-bye. Zinjin watched as he disappeared into the distance. He
shouldn’t have a problem making it back to base before the lock-down went into
affect. Once that happened, no one would be allowed to enter or leave the base.
They were preparing for battle with the incoming alien vessel.
It had only been two days after his return to HQ that the mysterious alien
battle cruiser had entered Attraxian space. The council had immediately launched
it’s offensive as soon as the huge vessel breached the perimeter. The results were
less than satisfactory. Even with over four hundred thousand of their best-outfitted
ships, the Outer-Rim Defense Fleet wasn’t even able to penetrate its defenses. It
only took that thing forty minutes to completely destroy the entire fleet. Not one
ship managed to escape from that battle. That was when the council started to figure
out exactly how screwed they really were.
Since then, they had started to gather up the rest of the Inter-Planetary fleet
and stage random ambushes on the vessel as it continued to slowly push its way
through the Outer Rim. The Shi’aki didn’t seem to be in too much of a hurry. The
ship slowly resumed its path while casually swatting away the insects that wound
up in its path. They were probably counting on a much larger offensive when they
reached the Earth’s solar system. It would take them about a day and a half to finally
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reach that point. That was when the real battle would begin.
Turning around, Zinjin looked briefly at the huge city in front of him before
slinging his duffle bag over his shoulder and making his way towards it. The
random ambushes had been his suggestion as a factor for slowing the alien vessel’s
progress in the Outer Rim. Of course both he and the admiral knew that it was only
a tactic for distraction, but it would at least buy the Inner Rim assault forces time to
equip and prepare before the real battle began. That was the best they could do for
now.
Zinjin had offered to stay at HQ in order to assist with the battle by doing
whatever he could, but Lyons had turned him down cold turkey. They had spent the
last few days trying to locate his wife, Yuri, but with little success. As it eventually
turned out, she’d just relocated to Seattle, Washington to take new job as vicecaptain of a specialized intelligence center. She had moved there with their now
three-year-old son, whose name was Xander.
Although they hadn’t been able to locate her new address, due to time
restrictions, HQ had been able to give him an approximate location of where
she was now staying. Once this information had been received last night, Lyons
immediately bid him a hearty farewell and sent him packing. Zinjin could tell that
the older man didn’t want him anywhere around when the shit finally hit the fan.
The older man told him that although he didn’t know exactly how much
time he and the rest of the Earth forces would be able to provide for them, that he
wanted Zinjin to spend the rest of his time with his family. Heeding the admiral’s
advice, Zinjin conceded and started on his way home. For some reason, he had a
feeling that was the last he would ever see of him.
Continuing his way down the bridge, Zinjin looked over the side of it into
the clear, blue, ocean waters beneath. This particular bridge was part of a long
expressway that stretched all the way from Alaska down the entire west coast to
Chile. This area was the technology center of the world for the time being and since
the northern and southern Americas had merged some one hundred and fifty years
ago, trading between the once separate countries had created a growing metropolis
of wealthy coastal cities.
He had met his wife for the first time in what used to be known as San
Diego while he was there on instructor duty about seven years ago. She was also an
instructor at the same facility for military intelligence and interrogation techniques.
The two started hanging for about a year before he was suddenly reassigned to his
previous unit which was located on the eastern coast.
He for one never expected that their relationship would last. He figured that
after he left they’d write to each other for a few months and then she’d forget about
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him and move on so he wasn’t too worried about it at all at the time. It wasn’t until
they started to see each other every holiday and on weekends that he realized that
maybe there was more to it than he’d previously thought.
Yuri was the exact opposite of himself. Not only was she beautiful and
highly intelligent, she was also a very outspoken and outgoing girl who made friends
easily. Everyone liked her. While the same could basically be said about himself, he
was far more secretive and preferred his time alone rather than being with others.
That was probably what attracted him to her because he’d never met someone who
was so unafraid or uncertain of meeting people and trusting them enough to get to
know them. That had always been one of his personal weaknesses.
He would never forget the day that she just walked up to him and introduced
herself. They had just passed each other while running on this very same bridge
earlier that morning. He was running to keep himself fit or instructor duty. She was
running simply for the fun of it. He could still remember the music he picked up
playing through her headphones as they passed each other. It was Numb/Encore
by some guys named Jay Z and Linkin Park. He wasn’t one for classical music.
He preferred much harder tunes himself, but for some reason the song stuck in his
head. Now that he thought about it, it probably wasn’t the music that stuck. It was
the way she moved to it while she was running.
At any rate, he was at lunch planning his weekly training drill when this
drop-dead gorgeous Japanese girl walked up to him and started chatting away as if
they’d known each other all their lives. Admittedly, he was a little taken aback by it
at first. Everyone in the room knew that he preferred to be by himself and didn’t like
to be bothered when he was working on something. That was why he was sitting in
a corner by himself. But she obviously had either missed the point or simply didn’t
care.
For the first few minutes she was getting on his nerves with the way she
seemed to take absolutely no notice of his protective space. But then for some
reason, he found himself growing more curious about her and asked her to sit down.
From that point on, things just seemed to flow between them. He naturally didn’t
talk so much, but that didn’t seem to bother her at all. She casually talked to him
anyway about this and that and he just listened and commented every now and then.
When the lunch period was over, she told him that she would see him again the next
day, and for some strange reason he found himself looking forward to it. That was
the beginning of their relationship.
When he was reassigned to the east coast, he could tell that she was a little
heartbroken, but she didn’t seem to take it so hard at the time. That made it a little
easier for him because he didn’t feel so guilty about leaving her after the year
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they’d spent hanging out together. He figured that they’d just be friends until she
was ready to move on. That was fine with him because he had never once even
considered having a family. For him, the thought brought back too many painful
memories of his own childhood.
It was also hard for him to imagine himself with a human girl because he
never imagined that he would find one who could completely understand him or
his physical differences from other men. Of course he had dated many girls before
when he was younger. They were naturally all over him for one reason or another.
But he normally found that for a lot of girls, it was more a status type of thing or a
game of seeing who he was going to choose above the others.
Whoever he chose to be with just won the bragging rights of being with the
only mutant officer and strongest man in the C.D.U.L.O. It never turned out to be
the real thing because they all just seemed to want something from him. Most girls
just saw him as little more than a superficial prize or a pet to be won and flaunted
for his strength and physical abilities both in and out of the bedroom. This being the
case, he’d long since become bored with human girls and would quickly put them
in their place when they approached him with some shit. But for some reason, Yuri
was different. She just didn’t seem to care and to be honest, that kind of scared him
a bit.
When he left for his new assignment, he was looking forward to putting
their relationship behind him so he could return back to being his old reclusive self.
But things didn’t exactly work out that way, mainly because she was always calling
to check on him or mailing him in her free time. For the first few days, he didn’t
write back in hopes that she’d simply give up and leave him alone. That didn’t work
either because he felt so rotten about not returning her mails that he couldn’t stand it
anymore, so he started writing back to her. After a while, he secretly found himself
looking at his watch and waiting in anticipation whenever it was time for her to call
or e-mail.
Then came Thanksgiving break. Zinjin was never one for holidays. It wasn’t
that he didn’t like them. It was just that he didn’t really have any feelings for them
either way. Normally he would just go hang out over at Corey’s house and have
dinner. That was until Corey’s wife died a few years back. After that, they’d just
go hang out at a bar or something with Jason in tow. That particular year, Corey
decided to take Jason to his wife’s grandmother’s house. He’d invited Zinjin to tag
along, but there was no way in hell that he was going for that one! In-laws were
definitely out of his league. He’d resigned himself to hanging out on the empty base
for the next two days. After all, he really had nowhere else to go.
Yuri had told him that she was going to see some friends out of town at
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that time so he wasn’t really counting on any e-mails or calls for the next few days
either. That being the case, he was just going to train at the gym and catch up on the
movies that he’d missed out on for the past few months. He didn’t really mind so
much because that meant that he pretty much had the whole place to himself.
He was only in the gym for about three hours and was right in the middle
of his intense workout routine when an announcement came over the intercom
requesting that he report to the gate. Taking a hurried shower, he got dressed and
headed out there to find a very pleasant and unexpected surprise waiting for him.
Hearing a quick movement from his left, he was about to position himself
for a body throw when he noticed from the sound that the weight of his would-be
attacker was less than half his own and she was wearing high-heeled boots. Plus, no
assailant would be bold enough to ambush him wearing that kind of perfume.
Spinning around, he was just in time to catch Yuri as she dived on him. She
seemed kind of disappointed when he caught her. Looking behind him, he saw a
neatly arranged pile of snow that was meant to cushion his fall. An almost perfect
trap. Judging from the laughter of the gate guards and the money he saw exchanged
between them. He knew he’d been setup and they were taking bets to see if he’d fall
for it or not. It was a cute plan. That was the first time he’d ever really remembered
laughing out loud.
Yuri smiled and took the money from the guard who’d just gotten paid
before grabbing Zinjin’s arm and quickly leading him away to their waiting taxi.
She had been dying to see him for months since he left and didn’t want him spending
the holidays alone so she went out there to rescue him.
The two spent Thanksgiving holiday together in a classy hotel by the beach
with a great view and a kitchen. That was when she learned about his ability to
cook, among other things. Zinjin was a master chef although he rarely had a chance
to show it due to his living conditions. That was their first holiday meal together. It
was also the first time they made love and found out that the feelings they had for
each other extended way beyond the boundaries of friendship.
From then on, the relationship continued to grow and deepen. Although
they were both assigned to different locations, the travel from coast to coast was
only two hours each way and being in the military, they could travel for free so
they started to see each other every weekend and on holidays. They dated steadily
for over two years. Zinjin was amazed at how easily they connected and how well
they seemed to understand each other even though they were from two completely
different worlds.
Despite fighting and arguing sometimes about stupid stuff, although briefly,
he knew that out of everyone in the world, she was the one person who could love
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and accept him for who he was. She didn’t want anything from him and she never
asked him for anything other than to be who he was inside. All she wanted was to
be with him. Once he realized this, his love and trust for her started to grow beyond
anything he had ever felt for anyone else in his life.
As Zinjin continued on his way down the bridge he recalled the brief
anxiety he felt just seconds before saying ‘I do’ at the marriage altar. He remembered
how he felt whenever he got to see her on leave and how his heart almost burst from
his chest when she told him he was going to be a father. Those were the happiest
days of his life.
Yet, now he found himself wondering what would become of the happiness
he once knew. After all, HQ hadn’t been able to contact her in the past few days
so for all she knew right now he was still dead. It would no doubt come to her as
a complete shock when he walked up to her doorstep and rang the bell... He didn’t
know how she would respond. Was she re-married? Did she move on? These were
only a few of the questions which were now racing through his mind.
Besides, he still didn’t know how to tell her what had happened in the past
few years since his absence; at least not what really happened. The story that he had
given Lyons and Rivez was only partially true. Indeed, he had been away for three
years and indeed he had just ‘woken up’ recently, but there was a great deal more to
the story than that.
For the past three years he had slept while his mind and body merged with
the vast energy and ageless knowledge of the mysterious orb that he accidentally
stumbled upon in the jungle during his last mission. During that time he had seen
and learned a great many things. The orb, which was now embedded into every part
of his being, had selected him for a very specific purpose.
His new mission extended far beyond the realm of physical sight and sound.
He was chosen to be the sole guardian against an ancient demonic force so dark
and sinister that they’d been sealed away in an alternate dimension for over 5,000
years. During the time of his selection, the seal, which was the only thing separating
these demons from once again entering the human realm, had once again begun to
weaken due to the imbalances in the cosmic and spiritual forces required to keep
it stable. This was partially due to the Shi’aki’s attacks. Once again, a few of the
demons had finally managed to escape their prison and continue their hunt for the
blood of the one responsible for sealing them away so long ago.
In order to prevent this from continuing, the orb required a physical
vessel to host its supreme power. Zinjin was chosen to be a death-dealer. His job
was to hunt down these escaped demons and execute them one-by-one using the
full power of the orb before they could complete their mission.
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After hunting down and destroying the last of the thirteen demons that had
managed to break free, Zinjin began to repair the broken seal. The repair process
consumed a lot of the orb’s energy and was to have taken six years to complete.
During this time Zinjin continued to listen to the voice of the orb inside of him. He
had become quite accustomed to hearing this voice in the past few years since his
last mission. It was the voice of knowledge, the voice of reason, wisdom, justice,
and balance. It was also the voice of power. A voice only he could hear.
The voice told him of many things both past and present. Through it, he
gained an immense understanding of the universe and the things connected to it.
The knowledge he had gained extended well beyond the boundaries of both space
and time. He had now gained a keen sense of living things throughout the universe.
He felt them live, he also felt them fade as their life energy left their bodies and
returned to the great stream from which everything in the universe was born. He
had also gained a limited ability to see into the future. His premonitions were what
had caused him to prematurely awaken from his slumber.
During his sleep he had sensed the Shi’aki vessel heading towards Earth.
The Shi’aki called it the Hell Cat. It wasn’t only battleship, it was their new home
world. A mother ship the size of a small planet and carrying enough firepower
and alien technology to destroy an entire solar system in a matter of days. The
technology and sheer destructive power this vessel possessed was unlike anything
the Earth had ever seen. The council had absolutely no idea what they were getting
themselves into. The previous battle at the Outer Rim had only been a small
fraction of this vessel’s true power.
Ignoring the orb’s constant warnings, Zinjin forced himself to awaken. With
a cry and explosion of flame, he rose from the ground like a phoenix from the
ashes. He was reborn! That had been four days ago. Suspecting that the council
might not be aware of the approaching alien vessel, Zinjin immediately went to the
closest COBRA installation and called in for pickup. He knew that it was a long
shot because a lot had happened in his absence, but he had to warn them. He was
more than a little relieved when he heard that they had already detected the craft
and were making preparations to intercept it. Yet deep down inside, he knew that
it wouldn’t make a difference. In Zinjin’s premonition, the council would not win
this battle. The Earth would be destroyed and his family with it. He wasn’t about to
allow that to happen.
He reached the city at about eight a.m., just around the time when everyone
else was waking up and busying themselves with preparing for the day. The streets
were bustling with sky trains and the hover-cars of people going to and coming
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from work. Most of them had absolutely no clue what was about to happen. Perhaps
it was for the best to just let them carry on with their daily lives until the end finally
came. Ignorance was bliss after all and the last thing the council needed at this point
was a full-blown planet-wide panic. He was sure that they were trying their best to
keep a lid on all of this until the very last second.
The city was huge. It was almost five p.m., before he finally managed to
locate his wife’s new residence. Being an intel officer, she habitually left her phone
number and residential information out of the public directory which was why
COBRA had so much trouble locating her.
She was living in a residential area located in the city’s eastern side. It was
a nice middle-class area with a low crime rate and convenient access to outer city
transportation if she needed it. Plus there was a pre-school nearby. That was do
doubt one of the main determining factors for her choice of location. His son was
probably attending that school while she was working. It would make sense.
Seeing the house, Zinjin noticed that the lights were on and there was
movement inside. He watched quietly as a distinctly female shadow paced busily
back and forth from room to room. He suddenly came to a stop as the gravity of his
situation finally hit him with the force of a crashing freight elevator. He had no idea
what was going to happen from here on out. What was he going to say when he
finally made it to that door? He had been asking himself the same question for the
past nine hours and hadn’t been able to come up with anything even remotely close
to a solution.
Needing time to collect his nerves, he casually seated himself on a park
bench across the street. It was getting dark outside and the wind was a bit chilly, but
this would be a good place for him to get his thoughts in order. There was so much
he would need to explain to her and so many other things he wanted to say that he
didn’t know where to begin.
He’d been sitting outside for about thirty minutes when a car pulled up into
the driveway. Looking up, Zinjin watched curiously as a casually dressed white
male figure stepped out of it before stooping down to brush a cola stain off his
trousers. Shaking his head in mock frustration, the figure turned to the car and
opened the rear door.
“All right you two, out of the car. Xander, drop the cigarette lighter now.
Geeze, your mom would hammer me if she saw you playing with that!” the man
demanded reaching out his hand and receiving a small object from the tiny little
boy inside who reluctantly complied. “Good boy, now come here,” the man said
stooping down and picking the youngster up in his arms. The boy’s complexion was
considerably darker than his own yet much lighter than Zinjin’s.
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Seeing the child, Zinjin instinctively rose to his feet and stared at him in
awe. No mistake about it, that was his son. Not only could he tell from his looks
and his smell, he could feel it in his soul. The man holding him was none other than
Corey.
According to the latest reports, Corey had moved to this area after his
medical discharge from service. He was now working as a city architect which had
always been his dream job while they were serving together. Apparently he’d found
a nice paying job soon after his release and had been living in Seattle with his son
ever since. Zinjin slowly began to put two and two together.
“Jason, can you clean the cola off his pack and hand it to me?” Corey asked
to the second boy inside of the car. “Sure, Dad, hold on,” came a hurried reply. A
few seconds later an older boy appeared and handed the man a small backpack.
This boy was much older and looked more like his father.
“Ok, here comes Mommy so let’s get out story straight. What did we watch
today?” the older man questioned the small child in his arms.
“Hyper-ball!” the child squealed gleefully, waving the brightly colored
pennant of his favorite team in his hand.
“Did we have fun?” Corey continued.
“Yeah!” the child squealed again.
“And what did we do before we went to the game?” the quiz resumed.
“Homework,” the child replied far less enthusiastically than he had before.
“And what did we not eat?” Corey posed the last question.
“Triple-serve chocolate ice cream with banana sprinkles!” the child squealed
again before Corey could cover his mouth.
“Wrong! You’re supposed to say ‘nothing’! Your mom would kill me if she
knew I spoiled your appetite like that!” Corey corrected him with a hint of sincere
concern in his voice. The child giggled slightly.
“I heard that,” a female voice called as the front door swung slowly open
and Yuri stepped out onto the front porch with her small arms crossed in mock
frustration.
“Mommy!” the child squealed reaching out and struggling to break free
from Corey’s grasp.
“Busted, Dad,” Corey’s son, Jason, quipped with a laugh.
“Quiet! You’re supposed to be on my side!” Corey snapped defensively,
refusing to admit defeat.
“Hey, it’s not my fault you got caught!” Jason replied matter-of-factly.
“Yeah, you’re right. This guy here just sucks at keeping secrets!” Corey
quickly shifted the blame while placing the young boy on the ground and tickling
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him furiously. “Bad boy! Next time keep your mouth shut, you hear? Now go to
Mommy!” he ordered slapping the energetic youngster playfully on the bottom and
sending him bolting up the stairs into the arms of his mother, who scooped him up
and gave him a kiss.
“Mmmm, chocolate, and you didn`t bring me any again,” she commented
licking her lips before putting him down on the ground. “Naka haite, te chantto
aratte ne,” she instructed the child to wash his hands in fluent Japanese, which was
her native language
“Hai!” the child answered, turning to run inside of the house.
“O-machinasai!” Yuri called, placing her hand on his head and spinning him
around like a top until he turned to face Corey. “What do you say?”
“Thanks, Uncle Corey. I had a great time!” the child answered respectfully,
looking Corey in the eye.
“Anytime sport. Now go get cleaned up, ok?” Corey replied giving him a
quick wink before watching him disappear inside of the house. Yuri looked at him
thoughtfully before giving him a broad grin and making her way down the steps.
“Well, looks like my job’s done. I’ll be waiting in the car, Dad. Later, Aunt
Yuri!” Jason said with a wave before running to jump back into the car.
“What? I don’t get a hug?” Yuri asked somewhat disappointed. Resigning,
Jason walked up to her and gave her a hug before getting back into the car and
closing the door behind him.
“He’s getting so big now,” Yuri commented, watching the door close behind
him.
“Yeah, he’ll be seven next month. Time flies, huh?” Corey stated, walking
towards her holding out her son’s bag.
“Forgot something,” he added with a smile.
“Thanks,” she accepted it and returned the smile. Zinjin just stood quietly
and watched. No matter what was going to take place, he decided it was something
he needed to see with his own eyes. That would give him a better idea of what to do
afterwards.
“And thanks for taking care of Xander yesterday. Sorry for the short notice.
He really likes hanging out with you guys. I guess it’s since there’s no guys around
the house it kinda gives him a chance to cut loose and do crazy guy stuff,” Yuri
continued as they continued to edge a bit closer to each other before stopping at
their respective distances.
“Hey, it’s the least I could do. Besides, it’s kinda fun having him around. He
reminds me a lot of his father. At least in his looks and his fascination with things
that go ‘boom’,” Corey joked, placing his hand on her shoulder.
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“Yeah, he does,” Yuri answered somewhat absently.
“You ok?” Corey mentally kicked himself, realizing he’d just touched a
sore spot with his last comment.
“I’m fine,” she replied, playfully poking him in the chest.
“Good, now that you guys are here, feel free to call me anytime if you
need anything, ok?” Corey smiled pulling her close and giving her a peck on the
forehead.
“I will,” she promised returning his embrace before giving him a kiss on the
cheek.
“Well, I should get inside and make sure he gets his bath. You should take
one too. You stink,” she joked, pushing herself away from him and stepping back a
pace to their respective distance.
“Blame your son for that one. So far today I’ve been covered in mustard,
chocolate and cola,” Corey explained, a little hurt at the remark.
“Which explains the hotdog smell,” Yuri pounced on him again.
“Very funny, now get inside and wash your hardheaded little demon!”
Corey laughed while turning around and opening the driver’s side door. He was
about to get in when he abruptly stopped and smelled his shirt.
“Do I really smell like a hotdog?” he asked with a wide grin before Yuri
shoved him into the seat and closed the door behind him with her foot.
“Yes, but you’re the sweetest hotdog I’ve ever met,” she laughed.
“Well, then it’s all good! I’ll call to check up on you later this week.
Remember, call if you need anything.” Corey winked back while turning on his
car’s ignition.
“Thanks for everything,” Yuri replied, waving good-bye to him. She
continued to wave until the car disappeared down the street. Crossing her arms
across her chest, she looked upwards to the sky. The stars could just barely be seen
through the thin cover of smog, but tonight was one of the better nights for viewing
them.
Zinjin watched as she stood there observing them for a few minutes. She
seemed to be looking for something. “Zinjin, no baka,” she whispered quietly with
a slight frown and shaking her head before slowly heading towards the house.
Stopping briefly, she looked across the street. It was dark outside and she
was nearsighted without her contacts so she couldn’t really see anything beyond
the street lamp, but for some reason, she felt as though someone was watching her.
Deciding that it was probably just her imagination she continued into the house and
shut the door. Zinjin looked after her.
Admittedly, he was more than a little relieved to find that their relationship
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appeared to be more casual than romantic, however, at the same time, he almost
felt as though he was in some way responsible for holding them back. Zinjin had
always known that there was a high possibility that he might be killed in battle. It
just came with the territory in his line of work. They were at war after all.
He and Yuri had talked about it briefly on a few occasions but he, for
one, didn’t want her to sit back and wait for him or never re-marry if something
happened to him on the field. He had always told her that he wanted her to be happy
and move on with her life if she found someone that she could move on with. Of
course she always refused to do so, but that was because neither of them really
thought it would ever come down to it at the time. Now things were different.
Zinjin had done everything he could to make sure that the military would
take care of her in his passing. Everything he had went to her so he was able to
prepare for all of her physical requirements. What he hadn’t been able to prepare
for was how it was going to affect her emotionally.
For the past few years, she had been a single mother living on her own. He
was sure that it had been hard on her, but she had done very well for herself and her
son without him. He could tell that over the years, she had finally managed to come
to terms with his death and she was slowly getting to a point where she was happy
and could move on with her life. He didn’t want to take that from her.
It would be very easy for him to walk right up to her door and say ‘Hey
baby, I’m home.’ Although she would be confused at first, once she found out it
was really him, he knew that she would welcome him with open arms and that after
some time, they would be able to be a loving family again. Unfortunately, time was
not something that they had a lot of now.
He had originally walked into the city with the expectations of meeting her
and telling her how much he loved her and his son and explaining to them why he
was about to do what he was about to do. But after what he had just witnessed, he
decided against it. Although it would hurt him to do so, he decided it was best to
leave things as they were.
He wasn’t going to walk back into her and her child’s life just to disappear
again because he knew that it would tear them both apart inside and he just didn’t
think she could handle it again after finally piecing her life back together. The only
thing his sudden reappearance would give her and their son right now would be
more pain and hardship later because as much as he hated to admit it, there would
be no future with him after tonight. He couldn’t do that to them. Besides, she had
Corey now, and knowing that made him feel a lot more at ease than he’d previously
been.
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Corey was a good man. She’d known him almost as long as she’d known
Zinjin because he was the one who introduced them after they started dating. They
had naturally become very good friends in the process. As Zinjin was assumed to
have been KIA, he was sure that Corey would have taken it upon himself to look
after her and their son in his absence.
Now that he considered it, he was sure that it was probably Corey’s idea to
have her move up to this area in the first place. He wouldn’t be surprised to find
out that was the case. It would make sense because that way it would be easier for
Corey to look after her and his son if they needed it. That was just the type of guy
that Corey was. He always repaid his debts in full, no matter what.
As for the issue of whether the two had started to develop romantic feelings
for each other, he found that his uneasiness about it was slowly starting to fade
away. He had been missing for three years after all. At least he knew that if they did
wind up together, he could trust that Corey would take care of her the best he could.
That was all he could hope for. Having resigned to his fate, Zinjin sat down on the
soft grass and waited for the lights in the house to go dark. There were only a few
things he needed to do before he left.
Having waited until everyone was sound asleep, Zinjin easily bypassed the
house’s internal security and disabled the alarm. The code was set to his birthday.
A small puppy greeted him as he entered the house. It didn’t bark but instead stood
wagging its tail in anticipation. It seemed as though it had been expecting him.
Yuri had always wanted a dog. Scooping the pet up in his arms, he silently strode
through the house. His feet didn’t make a sound.
Yuri was snuggled cozily in between the covers of her bed sheets. She
looked like a sleeping goddess lost in her own world. Judging from her breathing
pattern, Zinjin could tell that she was in a deep sleep. Standing beside the bed, he
could hear the rhythmic beating of her heart. Zinjin stooped down beside her.
He was about to say something when he noticed the ring on her left hand. It
was the one he’d given her on the day of their marriage. Even after his death, she’d
never taken it off. The rings were a pair. When joined together, they formed one solid
unit with his bigger one interlocking with her smaller one to protect the diamond in
the middle. The inscription on the inside of his ring read ‘Forever Yours’. Looking
at the ring on his own finger, he recalled how nervous he’d felt when he’d been
asked to place it on her finger. It was a feeling that he’d never forget.
Removing his larger ring, he carefully placed it on her finger and connected
the two while whispering sweetly into her ear. She stirred only slightly while he
told her everything he had thought to say before kissing her passionately good night
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and turning to leave. “Baby...” she called to him forcing him to stop in his tracks
and turn around. She was talking in her sleep. “I miss you. Come back to me soon,
ok?” she finished with tears streaming down her cheeks before rolling over and
sinking back into her sleep.
“I will,” Zinjin lied with a smile. “I love you,” he whispered before turning
and disappearing down the hallway into his son’s room.
The boy was fast asleep cocooned in his blankets with only his head sticking
out. He’d gotten that habit from his mother. She always stole the covers from under
him whenever they’d slept together. Not wanting to disturb him while he slept,
Zinjin quietly lay down beside him and ran his fingers through his hair. He never in
his life imagined that he’d be able to touch something so wonderful.
Looking into the boy’s face, he could see some of his own distinct facial
features. The boy had his mother’s eyes and nose but his chin. He would grow up
to be brave and strong, just like his father. He regretted having missed so much of
the boy’s life. He hadn’t even been there for the child’s birth.
Saying nothing, the boy slowly reached over and wrapped his arms around
Zinjin’s neck, pulling himself closer and snuggling his small head tightly against
his father’s chest. It was almost as if he knew he was there. Without a word, Zinjin
wrapped his arm around the child and hugged him closely. This would be the only
time they’d ever get to be together like this, the way a father and son should be.
Closing his eyes, Zinjin drifted off to sleep.
Yuri woke with a yawn the next morning. For some strange reason she felt
as though she’d grown twenty years younger. It was as though a huge weight had
been lifted from her soul. She giddily twisted in her bed, trying to remember her
dream from last night. Having no success, she rolled over and stretched herself
before rising to wake Xander. It was nine thirty; time for him to start getting ready
for school.
Entering the sleeping boy’s room, she noticed a long flat object lying on top
of the bed sheets he was snuggled comfortably under. She didn’t recall him having
any toys that fit that description. Wondering what it was, she walked forward a few
steps before coming to an abrupt stop.
Her hand instinctively shot up to cover her mouth just in time to stifle a gasp
of shock. Her eyes were unable to believe what they were seeing. It was Zinjin’s
terrax blade. He had always carried that with him while he was out in the field. It
was a gift that he’d received from his father before he had been killed during the
Genetic Wars. COBRA had not been able to recover it after his death so the artifact
was presumed to be lost along with him. She had no clue how it had wound up on
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her son’s bed.
With a trembling left hand, she reached out to touch it. That was when she
noticed the ring on her finger. Suddenly her physical strength left her. Dropping to
her knees, she tried to shake the confusion from her head as countless feelings and
emotions tore through her in an instant.
Glancing up at her sleeping son to make sure she hadn’t woken him, she
noticed a chain around his small neck. Reaching out, she carefully turned the
necklace around in her hand. Xander was gently clutching the two flat metal disks
in his tiny hands. She carefully removed them and let them dangle loosely between
her fingers. They were Zinjin’s dog tags.
Yuri stared stupefied as tears began to stream down her cheeks. As real as it
all was, this couldn’t possibly be happening. Zinjin was gone. She’d lost him a long
time ago and as much as she’d dreamed about him coming back to her, it was never
going to happen. This was all just a dream, it had to be.
Just then a small multi-folded piece of hard paper fell to the floor beside
her. It had been tucked into Xander’s pajama shirt. The picture was worn and faded
from many years of being stuck in someone’s wallet, yet the faces of the three
people inside of it were unmistakably clear. It was a picture of Zinjin, Corey, and
herself. It was the picture he had always carried with him. It was the one picture of
them that only he had. She let him have that one instead of stuffing it into the photo
album because he seemed to like it so much. It was one of the only pictures of the
three of them smiling together.
Noticing some scribbled writing on the back of it, she turned it over and read
it. Tracing her fingers over the ink, she noticed some slight smearing, indicating that
it had recently been written. The penmanship was unmistakably Zinjin’s. It read; “I
always loved your smile most of all. Yours forever, Zinjin,” she noted between sobs
before continuing with the next line
“PS, Xander’s got your eyes. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to be here for you two.
I know it must have been tough for you. I hope you’ll forgive me and I promise that
I’ll make it up to you. I just wanted you to know that no matter what happens, I will
always love you, so smile for me every now and then, ok?” she read aloud.
Unable to control herself any longer, she buried her face in her hands and
sobbed bitterly. It hadn’t been a dream after all. Zinjin had been here. He had come
here to tell her something important. She remembered him telling her that there was
something important that he needed to do and that he wouldn’t be able to return
to her after he had done it. But he had also said something else. Something that
immediately eased her fears and the pain she felt for not being able to be with him.
Something that made her feel warm and safe
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Feeling a small hand caress her face, she realized that her crying had woken
Xander. Looking into his baby-brown eyes, she noticed something slightly different
about him. Before she could try to guess what it was, the child wrapped his little
arms around her neck. “Don’t cry, Mommy, it’ll be ok. I’ll protect you. I promise,”
he told her. She’d never seen him act this way before and although she knew that
it was very unusual for him to say something like that to her, for some reason
she wasn’t alarmed. His voice was soothing and calm, much like his father’s. She
believed every word of what he’d just told her.
It was then that she started to understand what Zinjin had come to tell her.
Reaching out, she grabbed her son and hugged him closely to her as though she’d
never let him go. “Zinjin no baka...” she whispered, shaking her head slowly before
gazing out of the window towards the heavens above. Once again she began to
smile as a sense of newfound freedom and security filled her soul. She was certain
that she and Zinjin would be together again soon enough, but until then she would
just be patient and try her best not to let him down.
She swore to herself that from that day on, no matter what happened, he
would always see her smile. That would be her way of letting him know how much
she loved him and missed him. Picking Xander up in her arms, she kissed him
sweetly on the cheek, walked out of the room and cut the lights, but his time she
decided to leave the door open. Just in case...
It only took Zinjin a few hours to return back to HQ. He arrived shortly after
the battle had commenced. The place was an unseemly clutter of panic and chaos
with people running and screaming in all directions as they desperately tried to
evacuate the facility before the Shi’aki fleet could launch their counterattack.
A group of pilots were hurrying towards the hangar bay while a Marine
division fiercely fought their way through the crowd in order to get to their assault
transports. Most of the other people were civilians fleeing to the evacuation area
escorted by numerous base staff. There were many women and children in the
group. Most of them were families of COBRA soldiers. Ignoring them, Zinjin made
his way into the base and headed directly to the Tactical Control Center where
Admiral Lyons was stationed with a few of his men. He didn’t bother ringing the
doorbell but instead forced the thick metal blast-doors open by hand. The officers
in the room were so preoccupied that they hadn’t even seen him enter until he was
standing right beside them.
“Holy shit! How the hell did you get in here?” one of the commanders
exclaimed nearly jumping out of his skin. The security guards inside of the room
instantly drew their guns on him before Lyons intervened.
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“Zinjin? Goddammit, son, I thought I sent you home!” Lyons barked at him
furiously while lowering one of the officer’s guns.
“You did. I came back. I figured you could use all the help you could get,”
Zinjin replied smoothly while looking him squarely in the eye.
“You stupid, stubborn sonofabitch! Can’t you tell the shit’s already hit the
fan? What the fuck did you think you could do here?” Lyons snapped at him angrily
before his attention was temporarily diverted to a more urgent matter. “WHAT?”
the old man spun on the tactical officer who had called him for the third time.
“They’ve breached the Inner Rim, sir. The Inter-Planetary fleet is reporting
massive casualties. They’re almost down to half.” the officer declared quickly with
a thick film of sweat covering his brow. He was so scared of what was happening on
the large overhead screen in front of him that he hadn’t even heard Lyons’ irritation.
Everyone in room looked on in both awe and terror as they watched a live satellite
feed of a huge battle in space between the Attraxian Inter-Planetary fleet and the
hulking mass of a huge alien ship heading towards them.
“Order them to fall back. They’re not going to do much more good out
there with that small a group. Order them to retreat and fall back to Quad-8. They’ll
regroup with Beta-Fleet and attack from there once the enemy crosses the sixth grid
line,” Lyons commanded and the officer set to work.
“Admiral, what about him?” one of the security officers called eyeing Zinjin
suspiciously.
“Forget it, he’s here now. A little overdressed for the occasion if I do say,”
Lyons replied noticing for the first time the strange black and gold battle armor
Zinjin was now wearing. Lyons had never seen anything like it.
Though the design of the armor and its gauntlets were alien, in them was also
a hint of ancient oriental design. Many golden dragons were encrusted in the armor
as well as a few other symbols of ancient oriental design. Zinjin had mysteriously
acquired it in his three-year absence. “…Or perhaps not,” Lyons corrected himself
noticing the extremely large sword strapped to the back of the armor. Zinjin ignored
the comment.
“Re-group with Beta-Fleet? I hate to say it, but that’s not going to have
much of an effect on this thing. Most of the ships have already taken too much
damage and Beta-Fleet is too small to penetrate its perimeter. There aren’t enough
capable ships in that sector; they’d be decimated in no time. We saw what happened
to the Outer-Rim Defense Fleet. This group wouldn’t stand a chance,” Dr. Wiltshire
openly objected to Lyons’ previous orders.
“You think I don’t know that? I’m not as old and senile as you may think.
But still, unless you can come up with another suggestion, it may be the only
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chance we have. They just need to buy us a little more time. If you have any other
suggestions, I’d be more than happy to hear them. If not, shut the hell up!” Lyons
snapped harshly. Wiltshire shrank back as Lyons glared at him before softening his
gaze. “Just take a seat and watch the show. We just need to buy a little more time,”
he reasoned as calmly as his voice would permit. As difficult as it was, he needed
to keep his cool.
“Captain, how’s that prototype coming along?” Lyons called over his
shoulder to another officer who was working diligently with the other two scientists
in Wiltshire’s group.
“It’s in the final stage. Just a few more minutes,” the man replied, looking
steadily at his computer console.
“We may not have that long, Captain,” Lyons declared frankly before
looking back to Wiltshire, who was now standing quietly by. “What about this new
prototype of yours? Do you think it’ll stand a chance against that thing?”
“I don’t know,” Wiltshire replied, regaining his composure. “We’ve been
working on it for years, but it has never been field-tested. I’m sure the disruptor
blast will carry a damaging package, but I don’t know if it will be enough to stop
this thing. We never got past the preliminary testing phase.”
Catching Zinjin’s inquisitive glance, the Wiltshire elaborated. “It’s a
cannon, a sixty-five-megaton disruptor cannon to be more precise,” he explained
somewhat proudly, for it was he and his team that had designed and constructed
it. “It’s called the Mammoth, and it’s the only cannon capable of firing a highimpact concentrated blast of energy past the Outer-Rim.” He could tell that Zinjin
was somewhat amazed. He had no idea that COBRA was capable of developing a
weapon of that magnitude. Apparently, their technology had advanced much in his
absence.
“The payload’s a hundred and fifty square gigatons of pure plasma, enough to
punch a significantly large hole through our moon before continuing past the OuterRim, unless something else got in its way of course. Then it’d destroy that too. But
we haven’t used it yet because the cannon’s got two major drawbacks. One, it draws
its energy straight from the Earth’s core. That’s the only source we have capable
of providing that amount of concentrated energy. That being the case, it takes the
cannon about thirty hours to charge and another two hours to reset before it can be
fired effectively. Plus, it’s not very accurate at long distances in space because of
solar wind and radiation waves. The blast loses a lot of its integrity en route to the
Outer-Rim. If we had used it before now, not only might we have missed the target,
but even if we had hit it, the blast might not have been strong enough to do any type
of damage,” Wiltshire explained.
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“Plus reload time is a bitch. We’d still be recharging while the ship
came farther into our airspace,” Lyons added, cutting the scientist off in midexplanation.
“We’ve been trying to work out the design flaws to get the charge time
down to at least two hours and fix the accuracy problem, but we didn’t have enough
time,” Wiltshire finished.
“So we’re waiting for a pointblank shot to blast that bitch to floating scrap.
Even if it doesn’t completely destroy it, we might do enough damage to make them
think twice about coming here,” Lyons finished, laying out the plan. Zinjin stood
silently. He seemed not to have heard any of the lengthy explanation, but instead
stared intensely at the large screen overhead. The alien ship was even bigger than
he had imagined. He already knew that the plan wouldn’t work.
“The cannon is online, sir!” the tactical officer in charge of the cannon’s
operation relayed from his post.
“And not a second too soon, the ship’s approaching the 36th grid in Quad
8,” another officer commented. “Should we send in Beta-Fleet?”
“No, tell them to fall back to Quad 9 instead and await further orders. No
use wasting more ships if we can take this thing out with one punch. If nothing else,
we’ll use them to deal with the rest of the assault fleet once the big threat is out of
the way,” Lyons said sounding surprisingly confident in the cannon’s capabilities.
Zinjin watched the screen in silence as the communications officer rapidly relayed
the message to the fleet, which was more than happy to haul ass from that particular
area. The alien ship seemed to take no notice and continued to steadily make its
way towards the defense grid.
“Ok, boys, look alive! We’ve only got one shot to pull this off. If this fails,
we’re screwed. Beta-Fleet’s not going to be able to hold that monster off for long.
We’ve already lost a lot of good men today; I don’t want to lose anymore. Let’s
pray that this will put an end to this terror so that their sacrifice won’t be in vain and
their families and those remaining can live in peace,” Lyons spoke firmly, his old
eyes glistening with a new resolve. Zinjin had always admired the admiral for his
strength and courage. Even now in the midst of impossible danger, he stood boldly
ready to fight till the end. He hoped that end would not come too quickly.
“All right, let’s blast this bitch straight to hell!” Lyons ended his speech
among cheers from his crew. “Ready…” he called, beginning the firing sequence.
The entire base trembled softly as the cannon was being raised from its hangar bay
far beneath the base to the surface. Looking out of a nearby window, Zinjin watched
the mammoth cannon emerge from the ground and lock into position. Even he was
amazed at its size and design.
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“…Aim….” Lyons continued, watching the overhead screen intensely. The
tactical officer quickly typed control commands into his console as the cannon’s
huge barrel began to slowly swivel and align itself on the target deep in space. The
barrel locked into position. Sweat covered the tactical officer’s brow as he flipped a
sequence of red switches on his panel and placed his palm over a large red plunger
before looking to Lyons to give the final order.
“May God be with us…” Lyons whispered half to himself, “…FIRE!” He
screamed the last command as though he felt his voice alone would be enough to
punch a massive hole through the alien ship. The tactical officer’s hand instinctively
hit the plunger.
The entire base jolted violently as the mammoth cannon released its deathly
bolt of plasmic energy. It traveled swiftly through the Earth’s atmosphere, past
the neighboring planets, and beyond the defense grid’s outer perimeter before
slamming forcefully into the oncoming alien mother ship. Time seemed to stand
still as everyone in the room held their breath, waiting to see the outcome of the
attack.
“Status?” Lyons asked slowly after a few minutes. “Not sure, sir. Radio
and video feedback’s scrambled until the shockwave passes,” the communications
officer reported. “Beta-Fleet confirms that the ship took a direct hit on the port side.
We’re not getting any further transmission from them for the moment… Wait a
minute… I’m getting a signal… it’s from Beta-Fleet, but I can’t…” he continued
listening intensely to his earpiece, trying to decipher the scrambled message he was
receiving.
Just then, the base shook violently as a large blast of energy slammed into
the ground approximately 270 miles away causing a nuclear-like explosion of fire
and dust. Within seconds everything in the area was reduced to a smoldering crater
as the Hell Cat, completely unharmed by the cannon’s power, returned fire to the
cannon’s estimated position. The blast punched a hole completely through the
planet, killing millions of people instantly on both sides of the globe while causing
extensive physical damage and a tidal wave of natural disasters that stretched from
coast to coast at the same time. The planet wouldn’t be able to withstand any more
of those.
Fortunately, the sun’s light rays had managed to refract the blast slightly,
causing them to miss their target by only a small area. Although the base was well
hidden and surrounded by a large mountain range, they still felt the fury of the
blast as everyone was thrown from their seats and smashed against the walls and
computer consoles in the room. The ground around the base had collapsed and the
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base tilted violently to one side along with everyone in it.
“What the hell was that?” one of the officers groaned after the shaking had
stopped.
“It’s the ship. It’s still operational and heading this way. The cannon was
a failure,” Dr. Wiltshire replied, gingerly picking himself up from the rubble. The
entire room was in shambles. Many people were either unconscious or dead; hit
by flying equipment or smashed against the walls of the room. Smoke and sparks
spewed freely from once operational computer consoles.
“Order the evacuation…” Lyons’ voice came from behind. He was
battered, bloody and being supported by Zinjin, who out of everyone else in the
room, seemed to have sustained little damage during the attack. “It’s not going to
take them long to re-lock on to our position. We have to get everyone out of here
now!” the admiral barked stumbling slightly. Zinjin held him firmly. “Get every
man who can walk to the transports if there’s any left,” he continued.
“What about the others?” Wiltshire objected seeing a few injured personnel
who would have to be carried to the ships.
“Leave them! They’re as good as dead… and so am I,” Lyons coughed
sternly as a trail of blood began to stream from his mouth. Once again the old man
stumbled. Zinjin gently laid him on the floor. He could feel the old man’s life force
slipping away. He wouldn’t last much longer. “Zinjin…” Lyons continued saying
something about helping the others evacuate to a hidden shelter in Sector 74. There
they would remain indefinitely until reinforcements from the other planets in the
council could arrive.
Zinjin wasn’t listening at all. He already knew their situation was completely
hopeless. No one would be coming for them. Most of the planets in the council had
already been decimated or overrun by the Shi’aki a long time ago and those that
hadn’t been would either be destroyed on the way here or shortly afterwards; the
Shi’aki very seldom took prisoners. If they were allowed to get past the defense
grid there would be no stopping them from completely destroying the Earth and
everyone on it. The council was finished. There was only one way to stop them.
Looking at the dying old man, Zinjin once again remembered his wife and
son as an explosion of rage slowly began to well up inside of him. Although he
didn’t know who the Shi’aki were or what their true objectives were, he would be
damned if he was going to let them harm one hair on his family’s head. He hadn’t
woken up just to sit back and watch that happen.
His hate for the Shi’aki slowly began to manifest itself as random bolts of
electricity began to spark from his body. The orb inside of him continued to forbid
his emotions and fought against him, but it was to no avail. Zinjin’s will had grown
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stronger on its own. Then all at once, the voice inside of him stopped as though cut
off by something else inside of him. It was his anger. It had taken control of him.
Kneeling at the fallen admiral’s side, an eerie reddish glow began to emanate
from his palm as he placed it on the old man’s chest for a brief moment. Then
clenching his teeth Zinjin slowly stood and opened his eyes, which now glowed
brightly in the darkness of the shattered room. Wiltshire and Lyons both watched
completely paralyzed as the bolts of bright reddish electricity pulsating around his
body suddenly flashed into a lightning storm of electricity that leapt from his body
and dispersed throughout the room, completely destroying the rest of the electrical
equipment therein.
“I’m going to make you pay for this!” Zinjin growled between clenched
teeth as his eyes shifted to the heavens above. Then in a firestorm of energy and
light he sprang into the air and bolted through the base’s superstructure, leaving a
large hole of molten metal in his wake.
Lyons and Wiltshire both sat shaken by what they had just witnessed. Never
before had they seen or felt such immense and terrifying power. For a long period
of time, all either of them could do was stare at the sky through the smoldering hole
in the ceiling and pray that somehow, in some way, the Shi’aki could be stopped.
Slowly regaining his composure, Wiltshire once again looked around the destroyed
room. There was nothing more they could do here. He would do what he could to
ensure the safety of those who survived, even if the effort only lasted for a short
while. “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered quietly, draping the injured admiral’s
arm over his shoulders and supporting him by the waist. Together, with the rest of
the survivors, the two left the demolished base.
The sun was setting low into the horizon when they finally made it to the
surface. Calling a transport, the group of survivors waited grimly until it showed
up and took them to another one of Cobra’s secure facilities. No one dared speak a
word. The fate of the world now rested on a miracle.
In a ball of red fire, Zinjin sped through the Earth’s atmosphere and past the
planetary defense grid. Due to the orb`s protective red aura surrounding his body he
found breathing is space to be a simple task. At his current speed, it wouldn’t take
him long to reach the Hell Cat, which he assumed was still on its destructive course
towards earth. He was determined not to let them make it that far.
Shutting his eyes briefly, his thoughts were a mass of anger and confusion
as his mind wandered through time and space. He saw himself as a child and
remembered many things. The grief and rage he felt when the humans had taken his
parents, the fear of hiding from mutant bounty hunters as a child, and the satisfaction
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and achievement he felt when he was promoted to the rank of commander in
COBRA and received his own unit. But mostly his thoughts were of Yuri and their
son, Xander, the ones that he had sworn to protect at all costs.
There was no way that he was going to let the Shi’aki simply have their
way with them. He would stop them no matter what it took. Even if it meant wiping
them all out; even if it cost him his life. Even if it meant that he would have to fight
the devil himself and lose his soul in the process, this was one battle he would not
lose! He would hunt the Shi’aki down and destroy them all until not a single one
remained. His rage continued to grow.
In a last desperate attempt, the voice inside of him pleaded for him to stop
his madness, but it was to no avail. Once again, the voices inside of him were
silenced, this time, for good. At that instant, Zinjin suddenly felt a new sense of
power and awareness well up from within. Suddenly the bolts of red energy pulsating
around his body were joined by a series of darker, more violent purple energy bolts.
Something else had awoken inside of him. Savoring his newfound sense of power,
Zinjin opened his eyes, which now glowed brightly with a mixture of reddish and
purple energy. Then, in an explosion of light, Zinjin shot like an arrow released
from a bow, cutting through the very fabric of space itself, destination; Hell Cat.
This would be a battle no one would ever forget.
The Hell Cat was proceeding steadfastly on its course towards Earth when
Zinjin came upon it. The only thing the Shi’aki crew piloting the huge mother
ship saw was bolt of red lightning streaking towards them at light speed. The
ship’s automatic deflector shields barely had time to react before he hit them. The
sheer force of the impact was enough to send a violent shudder through the entire
continent-sized vessel. Many of the aliens were thrown from their positions or killed
instantly by the concussion of the impact while energy systems were damaged and
the ship’s shields immediately failed by twenty-seven percent.
Due to its size and superior design, the Hell Cat was the ultimate weapon. It
was a planet crusher. Over the past few decades, many planets and systems had fallen
before its awesome power. Yet, even through its many conquests, the Hell Cat had
never before felt such immense power. Even COBRA’s Mammoth Cannon hadn’t
been enough to penetrate the ship’s shields. They didn’t really even feel the impact
of the blast. At that point, they knew that there was nothing their enemies could
do to stop them from completing their conquest. They were too weak. However,
whatever the enemy had just hit them with now was a totally different story.
Completely shaken by the force of the attack, the Shi’aki crew quickly
regained their composure and powered up the ship’s defenses. Thousands of high-
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impact energy cannons and projectile launchers opened up on the ship’s gigantic
surface while the Shi’aki ‘engineers’ gathered around the ship’s interior shield
generator.
The Shi’aki, being a highly advanced race, had very little use for tools.
Most of their ships and weapons weren’t built or powered by conventional means
known by humans. The materials that they used were grown from a rare form of
plant found on the Shi’aki home world before it was destroyed in a supernova. By
learning to use this plant and combining it with other raw materials that they found
on other planets, they managed to process and refine it into a high-density material
that could not only act as armor but also held an alien form of intelligence which
allowed for it to act reflexively when attacked.
In fact, it was by eating this particular type of plant as a means of survival
when they first came to that planet that their original ancestors to were forced
evolve into what they were today. Highly destructive killing machines with almost
impenetrable skin and muscle tissue and razor-sharp bones denser than steel. The
metal ‘blades’ that the Shi’aki almost always seemed to ‘carry’, which most people
associated with their vast technology, were actually the extendable bones of their
complex skeletal system. The dark-colored nigh impenetrable ‘armor’ that covered
their entire bodies was really their muscular system, which protruded through their
skin when in battle form. The stronger the warrior, the more ‘armor’ and ‘blades’
they had on their bodies.
The Shi’aki were also highly psionic, which meant that they naturally had
the ability to harness the vast internal energy their body produced and transform it
into a solid and highly destructive mass. How this mass was used was dependant on
the Shi’aki using it. Most warriors used high-tech weaponry to channel their energy
in a variety of ways. However, in recent years, a few of the higher-level warriors
had discovered that they could use their energy without need of a channeling device,
allowing them to fire energy blasts from their bodies. Warriors who had this ability
quickly gained status of being ‘Shi’aki Elite’.
This was a new evolution that was currently being studied because until
a few decades ago, only members of the Shi’aki royal family naturally possessed
this kind of power, such as the current emperor and leader of the Shi’aki people,
Emperor Jurion, who was rumored to be the strongest Shi’aki emperor to every
live. No Shi’aki possessed the level of sheer power and internal energy that he had.
That was what made him the most feared and revered Shi’aki of all time. No one
could match his power.
By using their inherited psionic energies, Shi’aki ‘engineers’ as they would
be called in the human tongue, could ‘speak’ to this material from which the
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majority of the huge mother ship was composed and if necessary transfer their own
energy to it in order to repair damage or give it an added energy boost.
This process, known as ‘channeling’ often killed the practitioner if they
used too much energy, which was often necessary for large-scale repairs, but it was
how the Shi’aki had managed to maintain the Hell Cat for many centuries. A few
die so that the rest of the colony may live. That was the purpose of the ‘engineers’
gathered around the shield generator at this time.
Thinking the attack had come from a hidden enemy battle cruiser or space
station, in response to the attack the Shi’aki also launched a squadron of fighters in
order to seek out and destroy their new enemy. Although they didn’t know exactly
what had hit them, they were determined to make sure whatever it was couldn’t hit
them again.
“Damn! They shielded,” Zinjin growled in frustration, pulling his extended
fist away from the transparent blue nimron energy barrier that had successfully
blunted his attack. He had hoped to catch them with their shields down. The attack
would have proven much more effective that way. “But these shields won’t hold
much longer.” He smiled slyly to himself, sensing the power loss they had sustained
from his previous attack. Backing away from the ship to give himself more attacking
distance, he quickly channeled more energy into his tightly closed and bleeding fist
before preparing to attack again.
Just then, a strafe of green laser fire streaked by him. Turning quickly, he
saw one of the Shi’aki fighters heading in his direction. Apparently they had picked
up on his unusually large energy signature and decided to investigate. Spying Zinjin
floating close to the ship’s perimeter, they instantly attacked. That was their last
mistake.
With undefined speed and agility, Zinjin leapt at the leading craft and
landed on its cockpit. Wasting no time, he quickly punched through the
small craft’s protective shields and released a destructive bolt of energy into
the speeding vessel’s cockpit. The vessel disintegrated in a violent flash of light,
which in turn captured the attention of the rest of the squadron. Zinjin smiled. More
lambs to the slaughter, he thought to himself as the enemy vessels closed in and
began to attack. Zinjin flew out to meet them head on.
Using his newfound abilities, he found it wasn’t difficult to deal with these
smaller ships. In one fleeting movement, he forcefully propelled himself directly
through the shell of one of small craft before catching two others with the same
maneuver. The remaining ten craft continued their assault. Flipping onto his back
and crossing his arms in front of his face, Zinjin channeled more energy into his

138

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

palms before taking aim on the leading two ships below him and releasing twin
bolts of destructive red and purple energy from his outstretched hands. The two
crafts exploded in a haze of fiery fury.
The other eight ships closed in on him rapidly. Flipping backwards, Zinjin
stopped in mid-flight just as two more of the enemy craft grazed by him on both
sides. With lightning speed, he flung out both of his arms and punctured right through
their shields, ripping deeply into their exposed sides with his bare hands. The ships
continued to fly past him trailing fuel and damaged parts before slamming into
each other and exploding some distance away. The remaining six ships continued
to press their attack.
Although their target was too small and too agile for them to get a solid lock
on, the ships’ accuracy and visual targeting system speed were almost enough to
compensate for the loss. Zinjin just barely managed to dodge a vicious crossfire of
laser beams before being blasted by a stream of intense green energy from a third
craft coming from his right side. Crossing his arms in a defensive pattern in front
of his face, he shielded himself from the barrage. The high-impact bolts of green
energy slammed into his forearms, forcing him backwards towards the Hell Cat.
Each blast stung deeply into his skin.
Growling angrily in response to the pain, Zinjin forcefully flung his arms
down to his side as a wave of transparent purple energy left his body and rippled
the very fabric of space. The remaining six ships exploded on impact as the wave of
energy swept over them. Once again, the Hell Cat trembled violently as the energy
wave slammed into it. The shields strained valiantly to withstand the force of the
shockwave; however, it proved to be too much for them to handle. The Hell Cat’s
internal shield generator overloaded and exploded, killing everyone in the room.
The shields failed as well as the Hell Cat’s auto-targeting system that automatically
controlled the cannons and gun turrets on the outside of the ship. However, the alien
mother ship was still far from defenseless.
Having spotted their new enemy on the view ports during the previous
skirmish, the Shi’aki learned, much to their amazement, that they were under
attack by only one adversary. Knowing their shields were down and that they
were highly vulnerable to attack, the Shi’aki instantly went on the offensive. In a
matter of minutes, they scrambled their entire fleet and prepared them for launch.
Meanwhile, Shi’aki troops hurried to man the external gun turrets on the massive
ship’s surface. For the first time since its creation, the Hell Cat was forced to fight
for its own survival.
Zinjin’s body slumped forward. The power he had released during the
previous attack had left him temporarily drained. He panted heavily before focusing
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enough to control his breathing. Looking down at his forearms he noticed he was
bleeding from the many deep gashes the lasers had left in his arms while he blocked
them. The wounds quickly began to close themselves and his strength slowly began
to return.
Fusing with the orb had increased his already high metabolism by a hundred
times over, allowing him to heal from most wounds almost instantly. In a fight such
as this one, this would definitely prove to be an advantage. Once again his body
became engulfed in a reddish-purple aura of light as the energy of the orb inside of
him radiated throughout the very fibers of his being.
He had almost fully recovered when he noticed hundreds of small ports
open on the side of the ship. There was a split second of silence as thousands of
gun turrets locked on to his position. Drawing the sword on his back, Zinjin stood
in a defensive position. Just then all hell broke loose as the Shi’aki released their
fury. Thousands of bright blue energy bolts slashed through space and assailed him
from all directions while countless hundreds of ships erupted from the Hell Cat’s
numerous hangar bays and sped towards him. The Hell Cat had launched a fullscale offensive.
This totally caught Zinjin off guard. He hadn’t expected them to retaliate
with this much resistance in such a short amount of time. Ducking and dodging
wildly through space, Zinjin found himself fighting for his life against a wave of
enemy fighters and battle cruisers while the Hell Cat’s gun turrets continuously
pummeled the area around him, effectively keeping him away from the mother
ship. The fighting was intense!
Having finally recovered from the surprise attack, Zinjin quickly took the
offensive as well. Using his small size and speed to their full advantage, he bolted
through the enemy ranks using his body as a lance to smash through the larger
enemy ships. Using the sword in his left hand to slash through the smaller ships
and block or deflect rounds of laser fire, he fired continuous bolts of red and purple
lightning from his free right hand into the enemy ships, causing massive damage to
the larger ones and destroying the smaller ones instantly.
The battle raged fiercely for five long hours, both sides dishing and taking
damage. Zinjin was tiring. Even with the power of the orb inside of him, he knew he
couldn’t continue to press his attack at this level. He was cut, bruised, and bleeding
everywhere from having been caught off guard by many rounds of laser fire from
both the enemy ships and the Hell Cat’s gun turrets. His breath was coming in
heavy gasps and, due to the constant assault; he had very little time to allow his
wounds to heal.
He had already reduced the Shi’aki fleet to half its original size by destroying
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hundreds of ships, but he found it very difficult to make his way back to the Hell
Cat itself. The gun turrets were successfully keeping him at bay and the fleet was
beginning to wear him down. He needed to end this quickly.
Giving himself a little more distance from the attacking fleet, Zinjin made
sure he was out of the gun turret’s attack range before turning around to face his
enemies. Returning the sword to its sheath on his back, Zinjin once again crossed
his hands in front of his face and focused his internal energy. Thinking they had
successfully beaten him back, the remainder of the fleet quickly closed in on him to
finish the job. Waiting for them to come within range of his attack, Zinjin continued
to charge himself. Then without warning he flung his arms horizontally out to his
sides, releasing multiple bolts of reddish-purple energy from his open palms and
fingertips. Having done this, he quickly began to spin and twirl his body in a random
pattern that spat intense bolts of electricity at his enemies, creating a whirling red
lightning storm of death and destruction.
The enemy ships realized what was happening only too late as the bolts of
destructive energy swept through the entire fleet, ripping and punching holes in
each of the ships caught in the attack. The lightning storm continued to grow more
violent and intense as waves of red energy spread throughout the area, completely
destroying everything in range. From the Hell Cat multiple explosions could be
seen as the remainder of the Shi’aki fleet was completely decimated by the attack.
In the end, only a floating graveyard of wreckage and bodies remained.
Zinjin stopped whirling and the electricity emanating from his outstretched
hands receded. He was exhausted from the attack, but his rage continued to spur
him onwards. This was one fight he would finish no matter what the cost.
Refocusing on the Hell Cat, he once again charged his fist with intense
energy and sprang towards the shield-less vessel with comet-like speed. Seeing his
approach, the Hell Cat opened fire on him. The space around him exploded in bright
blue flashes of light as laser fire continuously pounded the area surrounding him.
Still he kept coming. Growling angrily, Zinjin let his rage take control. Rearing back
with his charged right hand he let out a maddening scream as he sprang towards the
vessel and punched straight through the ship’s superstructure on its exposed port
side.
The force of the impact shook the ship to its core. Zinjin didn’t stop but
instead continued to push his way through the mother ship. The internal damage
he caused while penetrating the ship was extraordinary! Fires raged, areas were
completely destroyed or incinerated on impact, and the ship’s propulsion and
navigation systems were severely damaged. The ship suddenly began to list to its
starboard side as its port navigation systems were instantly fried in the attack. Zinjin
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exploded through the ship’s outer shell on the opposite side, leaving a smoldering
hole and many dead bodies in his wake.
Determined not to let up in the slightest, he quickly turned around and
attacked again, this time punching through the starboard side. While flying through
the interior of the ship he savagely released bolt after bolt of destructive energy into
it, callously destroying everything in his path before bursting through the port side
of the ship. The previous attacks had forced him to expend a lot of his energy.
Needing time to recover, he turned his attention to the ship’s still firing gun
turrets and remaining propulsion systems. Skimming the ship’s surface to avoid
giving them a good firing distance, he began to release bolts of energy at the gun
turrets, destroying them one-by-one. The Shi’aki forces inside the ship continued
to assail him with a variety of handheld weaponry. To Zinjin, this was like a small
child throwing pebbles at a tornado. The smaller weapons had no effect on him
whatsoever. Zinjin easily destroyed them all in passing sweeps.
The Shi’aki were getting desperate. The damage they had sustained at his
hands during the battle was incredible. The interior of the ship was engulfed
in flames and chaos as they desperately tried to evacuate the survivors and
seal off the damaged areas, but with little success. Thousands of them had been
killed while even more of them lay wounded or dying. If something didn’t happen
soon, they would surely be destroyed.
The ship’s navigation crew was in the process of figuring out exactly what
to do against this seemingly invincible enemy when the Shi’aki emperor, Jurion
himself, stepped onto the bridge. Standing a clear eight-feet tall, the Shi’aki emperor
was a spectacle to behold. His body was covered in thick, dense armor and blades
and his eyes glowed a cold blue with the internal energy he possessed. He was by
far the most powerful and most feared of all the Shi’aki warriors.
He had been below in his quarters engaged in rigorous combat training with
his elder son when the attack first took place. It wasn’t until Zinjin first punctured
through the ship that he realized the extreme danger that his people were in. Upon
feeling the impact of the attack, he immediately left his children in the care of his
advisors and headed to the bridge. Upon seeing the damage the ship had sustained
his rage flared. He was not happy when he finally made his way to the bridge.
Stepping onto the bridge, he was instantly greeted by the commander in
charge. The man kneeled before him with his head bowed in shame. He could tell
his master was not happy; he couldn’t have been more correct. Without a word
Jurion grabbed him by the back of the neck and snatched him from the floor before
upper cutting him squarely in the chin with the razor sharp eight-inch dual blades
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protruding from his knuckles. The blades pierced the commander’s throat and
continued up through his jaw and brain before bursting through the top of his skull.
The man’s body writhed in a spasm of pain as the emperor effortlessly lifted him
from the ground with one arm while leaving him impaled on the blades.
Not totally satisfied with the ease of his previous kill, the emperor turned his
attention to the ship’s second in command, who was standing nearby. The man was
too petrified to move. He should have.
With blinding speed, Jurion shot out his right hand and snapped his neck,
twice. First to the left, then to the right. Both breaks made a sickening tree-snapping
like noise. Using the two-inch claws on each of his fingertips, he ripped out a
large chunk of the man’s armored throat before extending one of the long blades
protruding from his elbows and slashing upwards and diagonally across the already
dead man’s ribcage and torso. The blade easily sliced through his bones and armor
completely cutting him in half. With a hint of amusement, the emperor watched the
upper half of the body begin falling to the floor for a few seconds before deciding
to finish his handiwork. Reaching out with his right palm facing outwards, he
effortlessly blasted the remainder of the dead man’s body to dust with a superheated
blast of psionic energy.
Remembering the commander, who was still impaled on his left hand and
dangling lifelessly above the floor, Jurion forcefully slammed him to the ground
and kicked him with a shockwave of force into the farthest corner of the room.
The man’s body slammed into the opposite wall with a bone sickening ‘crunch’.
The impact was so severe that his body exploded, sending a shower of alien blood
throughout the room and leaving the rest of the solid mass embedded in a smoking
hole in the side of the ship. Alien blood flowed freely down the wall from what
remained of the commander for all to see. This was only a small amount of the
power that the emperor possessed. No one in the room dared to speak a word.
The emperor paused briefly, allowing his rage to subside. Once again
turning his attention to the damage the ship had sustained, he realized that they
were in worse shape than he could have possibly imagined. The ship’s navigation
and propulsion systems were almost completely destroyed, the shields were down,
the fleet was no more and the rest of their outside defenses were failing rapidly. The
ship was damaged beyond repair. There was no way that they could continue on their
conquest in this state. Their mission had failed. If this kept up, the Hell Cat would
be destroyed and all that remained of the Shi’aki race with it. He glared intensely
at the glowing red object on the view port before calling one of his servants to his
side and whispering into his ear.
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The Shi’aki, a proud warrior race, had never before known defeat. They
were known to fight to the death in the most extreme cases and they had never run
from battle. Those who did run were considered cowards and were often hunted
down and killed by the rest for bringing shame to the colony. However, now for the
first time in their entire history, the Shi’aki had been given the order to retreat. The
younger officer was shocked, but he dared not argue with his lord. Turning quickly
he gave the order to the rest of the crew. The Hell Cat slowly began to retreat
from the area. Jurion continued glare at the view port. He would see to this matter
personally.
Zinjin continued to relentlessly pound the exterior of the huge ship. Most
of their defenses were down and he could see many fires raging inside. The ship
wouldn’t hold out much longer against his onslaught. Though his body was
exhausted from the continuous fighting, he had no intention of letting up until the
Hell Cat was nothing more than a floating pile of space dust. His intention was to
destroy the Shi’aki threat once and for all. He was preparing to attack again when
he noticed that the ship slowly started to pull away from him.
“Where do you bastards think you’re going? I’m not finished with you yet,”
he swore under his breath. He was cut, bruised and bleeding from everywhere and
his strength was starting to fade, but his resolve remained the same. Just then he
noticed a small figure standing alone in one of the ships hangar bays. The figure
seemed to glare at him from the distance. Zinjin glared back.
The Shi’aki emperor continued to stare at the red object floating in space.
The power this particular enemy possessed was far beyond anything he or his people
had ever encountered before. Powerful though he was, Jurion was almost certain
that he wouldn’t survive this battle. However, his survival wasn’t the key. It was the
survival of his race that mattered to him.
Ruthless though he was, he knew that as the leader of his people, it was
his duty to protect them in times such as this one. That was why he was the most
powerful of them all. He knew that the survival of his race now depended heavily
on his ability to perform his duty and defeat this unusually strong enemy. For that,
he was willing to sacrifice everything, including himself. For him, it wasn’t only
a duty, but an honor as well. Should he succeed and his race survive the next few
hours, forever would his name ring with honor throughout their history. It was after
all the Shi’aki way. One may die so that the others may live. That was one of the
codes of the Shi’aki and he would die by that code.
Surveying his enemy for a few more seconds, the Shi’aki emperor then
shut his eyes and began to focus his vast internal psionic energy. Even at birth, his
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psionic potential greatly exceeded that of any of the previous emperors during their
reign. Most of them only possessed a small amount of the sheer power he had.
Concentrating, Jurion channeled energy throughout his body in preparation
for the battle to come. It was a battle he could not lose. His body began to grow and
change as he continued to charge himself. More blades protruded from his body
as thicker and denser armor popped from beneath his skin. Letting out a menacing
growl, he strained his intense focus until a large pair of razor sharp wings popped
out of his back. On his face an organic mask of armor formed a protective cover
over his mouth and nose. The mask also functioned as a breathing device by filtering
and converting space particles to the nitrogen/oxygen mix his race required to live.
While the Shi`aki could hold their breath for hours in space, they couldn`t hold it
indefinately.
On his shoulders two long blades began to grow through his skin. Grabbing
them both with his hands, he roared maddeningly and forcefully pulled them from
the inside of his body. Blood spurted from the wounds the blades made while exiting
their organic sheaths before the wounds finally closed themselves.
Taking the two blades and turning them horizontally, Jurion channeled more
of his energy into them and fused them together, forming a ten-foot, halberd-like
spear. A bolt of blue energy flowed over the newly formed weapon. The emperor’s
eyes glowed with bright blue energy as he completed the transformation. He was
now in his Xeon form, which was much more powerful than his original. Very few
Shi’aki possessed this ability. That was what made Jurion unique. In this form he
was almost a god.
Zinjin watched curiously as the figure in the hangar bay slowly started moving
towards him. He could sense the immense psionic energy that was emanating from
this particular enemy. Save for the power of the orb contained inside of him, he had
never felt anything quite so strong. A sensation of extreme caution swept over him
while he instinctively crouched into a defensive stance and waited. It wasn’t until
he again noticed the Hell Cat was continuing to pull away from him that he realized
how distracted he had been. The ship had now managed to gain a small amount of
distance from him.
“You’re not going anywhere!” Zinjin vowed, determined not to let them
escape. Turning his attention away from the figure in front of him, Zinjin flew in
a wide arc and then made a sudden beeline for the limping mother ship. He had
almost made it to the ship when he suddenly caught a glimpse of a bright blue
flash from the corner of his eye. Stopping abruptly, he quickly shifted his head
backwards just in time to see a bright blue bolt of psionic energy pass in front of
his eyes. The bolt continued unfaltering until it slammed into the distant remains
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of one of the Shi’aki’s huge battle cruisers that he had destroyed earlier. The blast
completely incinerated what was left of the hulking bulk of twisted metal in a
brilliant explosion of light.
Zinjin watched in astonishment as the entire ship exploded. A sense of dread
instantly overcame him. Even with the power of the orb, he didn’t possess the sheer
amount of raw power needed to destroy and entire battle cruiser in just one blast. He
was still frozen in shock from what he had just seen when suddenly the hair on the
back of his neck stood on end. Heeding the precognitive warning, he instantly drew
the sword from the sheath on his back and reeled around, instinctively blocking
upwards as Jurion’s halberd swung down upon him with unbelievable force. The
two weapons collided, creating a shockwave of concussion that rippled through the
fabric of space.
Recovering quickly, Zinjin rapidly inverted the sword with the blade
facing downwards, covering his right shoulder and midsection just in time
to block a fierce horizontal slash aimed at his ribs and stomach. The force
of the blow temporarily knocked him off balance. Before he could compensate,
Jurion savagely backhanded him across the face, sending him flying through space
and leaving a series of long gashes in his right cheek from the long blades on his
knuckles. Flipping his body backwards, Zinjin slowly recovered from the blow. A
long trail of blood gushed from the wound on his cheek and floated weightlessly into
space. His gaze pierced the endless night as he locked eyes with his new adversary.
Jurion glared back at him.
“Who is this guy?” Zinjin wondered to himself aloud, clearly perplexed at
this new enemy’s power.
“I am called Jurion, ruler of the Shi’aki people,” Jurion responded to the
question. “You are a worthy opponent, Storm-Bringer, but you’ll find that we of the
Shi’aki are not to be taken so lightly,” the emperor warned in a deep snarl.
“Neither am I,” Zinjin replied, finding much to his surprise that he was
having no trouble communicating with the emperor though he wasn’t using the
Shi’aki’s native tongue. “For years your people have brought nothing but death and
destruction to the people of this galaxy. Why? You have destroyed everything we
have worked to build and now you threaten the very existence of the ones I love.
For that you and your people will suffer!” Zinjin declared angrily as the wounds on
his cheek finished healing.
“Your courage is great, Storm-Bringer. We of the Shi’aki salute your
resilience. Perhaps it is true that this day may be our last,” Jurion spoke clearly.
“It’s a good day to die, but be warned, Storm-Bringer, even if today is to be our last,
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we of the Shi’aki will fight to the last and we will not die alone,” he finished, once
again poised to strike.
“We’ll see,” Zinjin stated levelly, preparing himself for the battle to come.
The Hell Cat continued to drift away slowly in the distance while the two combatants
squared off against each other. This would be a battle to match all. Suddenly, Jurion
attacked.
The battle that followed was long and fierce as both men battled using the
full extent of their power. Blades clashed, bones collided, energy bolts flew, and
blood flowed freely from many open wounds as both men brutally beat each other
to a bloody pulp. The battle lasted for over three hours, neither man giving the other
any room to breathe. This was a battle only one of them would walk way from.
The Hell Cat continued to limp its way out of Attraxian space. The remnants
of the Shi’aki, who had managed to survive the previous onslaught, watched the
ship’s numerous view ports in anticipation and terror as their ruler unselfishly and
savagely battled with their attacker. Their future now rested in his hands. If he
failed, all would be lost.
They weren’t the only ones worried. At the very same time, many light-years
away, the people of earth also sat staring into the night sky, expecting at any time to
see a bright flash and explosion of fire as the Shi’aki’s mother ship appeared from
the clouds and unleashed its untamed fury upon the world, completely destroying
everything they had ever known and wiping humanity from the face of existence.
Dr. Henri Wiltshire and Admiral J. Lyons, who had not only mysteriously
recovered from his previous near-fatal wounds but now seemed a few years younger
than he had been earlier in the day, watched the battle in awe from another one of
Cobra’s secret military facilities in Sector 33 via a live video feed from one of their
hidden subspace surveillance satellites in the quadrant where the battle was taking
place. Never before had they seen such a spectacle. They, like everyone else, could
only hold their breath and pray that it would all soon come to an end and the Shi’aki
would be no more. The fate of humanity now rested solely in the hands of one
man.
Zinjin was a bloody mess of gashes and burnt flesh. His armor was sliced
to shreds and his power was fading. He no longer had enough energy to fire energy
blasts and his healing factor had been taxed to it limit. Jurion was even more of
a challenge than he could have ever possibly imagined. Even with the power of
the orb, he knew he couldn’t hope to stand against him much longer. Once again
he caught a glimpse of the Hell Cat leaving the area. The ship was now many
light years away from them, but that was the least of his concerns at this particular
moment.
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Dodging as quickly has his bruised body would permit, he just barely
managed to avoid Jurion’s halberd once again. Ducking beneath the blade as it
passed over his head, he retaliated by thrusting upwards with his right foot and
kicking the emperor squarely in the chin, knocking him backwards. Seizing the
opportunity, he spun around to his right side and slashed Jurion across the midsection
with his battered sword. The sword cut deeply into the emperor’s armored stomach
and armored ribcage.
Jurion bellowed in pain. He was in no better shape than Zinjin. He too had
exhausted most of his energy during the first few hours of the battle and was now
relying solely on hand-to-hand combat to battle his unusually strong opponent. The
Storm-Bringer had proven to be more formidable than he had envisioned. He was
surprised that he had managed to keep him at bay this long. Looking towards the
Hell Cat, he knew that he had managed to buy them a significant amount of time.
Judging from his opponent’s current state, he doubted that he had the strength to
pursue them. Even so, it was Jurion’s duty to make absolutely sure of that and the
only way to do so was to crush the last ounce of breath from his enemy, which was
exactly what he intended to do.
Determined not to let up, Zinjin relentlessly attacked the emperor with a
heavy slash to the face. Jurion blocked the blow with his weapon just in time to
receive a crushing elbow to the right side of head followed by a stunning sidekick to
the face. Zinjin continued the attack with a series of quick slashes to the emperor’s
head and chest area. Blocking the last blow with his weapon, Jurion saw an opening
and seized Zinjin by the back of the neck before slamming him chest-first into one
of the six-inch triangular spikes protruding from his knees. Zinjin groaned in pain
as the serrated bone penetrated his chest and punctured his lung.
Forcing himself off of the emperor’s knee, Zinjin moved just in time to
keep from being impaled through the back by one of Jurion’s long elbow blades.
Grabbing the blade with his left hand as it arced downwards past his right shoulder,
he violently elbowed the blade at the base of the emperor’s arm and completely
snapped it off. Jurion screamed in pain as his bone was ripped from his body.
Zinjin rapidly spun around to the emperor’s backside and swung his sword
at the unprotected left side of his neck. The blade almost succeeded in decapitating
Jurion before the emperor realized what was happening. He just barely managed to
block the attack by bringing his right hand across his face and grabbing the blade
which bit coldly into his palm.
Seeing his opportunity but being unable to use his long weapon because
of the short distance between them, Jurion stabbed backwards with the remaining
elbow blade on his left arm. Zinjin noticed the attack a few seconds too late and was
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impaled through his right side by the blade.
Determined not to let the emperor get the best of him during his sly attack,
Zinjin pressed himself back-to-back with Jurion and, using the broken elbow blade
he had confiscated earlier as a weapon, quickly twirled it around his fingers and
slammed it deep into the emperor’s exposed right side. The two adversaries stood
pinned back-to-back with one another before Zinjin pushed himself off of the blade
protruding from his own right side and distanced himself from his enemy.
“Ain’t this a bitch?” Zinjin remarked to himself as a trail of dark red blood
flowed from his mouth and into space. The holes in his chest and side leaked torrents
of blood, as did the rest of the cuts and gashes in his body. The red and purple light
in his eyes was now fading in and out sporadically. His breathing was shallow and
his body ached all over. He barely had enough strength to move. This fight would
soon come to an end.
Jurion growled in pain. Zinjin’s last move had caught him totally off guard.
The long elbow blade had been shoved straight under his ribcage at a perfect upward
angle and into his heart. The Shi’aki emperor stumbled slightly before regaining his
composure. He, like his opponent, was on the brink of death. There was no more
fight left in him. He knew his time was about to come to an end. There was only one
more thing he had to do before he could rest peacefully.
Following Zinjin’s example and roaring menacingly, Jurion gripped the
remaining elbow blade on his left arm and broke it off. Holding the broken blade in
his right hand and the halberd in his left, his eyes once again glowed a bright blue
as he began to channel the remainder of his psionic energy through his body for one
final attack.
Sensing his enemy’s rising energy level, Zinjin, using the last reserves of his
energy, also began to power up. Both men’s bodies crackled with furious bolts of
energy as they called every ounce of power they had to themselves in preparation
for one last attack, an attack neither of them would survive.
While powering up, Zinjin’s mind once again wandered. He saw his entire
life flash before his eyes. He remembered his parents, his life as a child, Corey, his
wife and his son. He especially seemed to recall the day he fell into the hole and
found the orb, which he now contained inside his body. It was at that moment in
time that he finally realized why the orb had specially selected him to carry out its
mission. A smile crossed his face. He had realized all of this only too late. “Maybe
in the next life,” he whispered to himself as a small sense of regret crept into his
soul. Having finished powering up, Jurion attacked. With no more time to waste,
Zinjin followed.
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Screaming menacingly, the two men sped towards each other with cometlike speed, each leaving a fiery trail of energy in his wake before colliding in a
shockwave of energy that tore through the fabric of space itself. Suddenly everything
went perfectly still.
A few seconds later, while the rest of mankind on Earth looked quietly to
the sky expecting an end to all they had ever known, a brilliant subspace
explosion was seen in the night sky. It was then that history was made.
From that day forward, the Hell Cat was never again seen in Attraxian space
and the fighting between the Shi’aki and the council came to an immediate halt.
The alien mother ship had fled, leaving the remaining Shi’aki ground-based forces
stranded with no support. These forces were either routed or fled to the outer reaches
of space never to be seen again. Even the Shi’aki concentration on Earth and the
neighboring planets seemed to mysteriously vanish without a trace. The Shi’aki had
been defeated.
Later that year, a huge celebration was held to commemorate the Shi’aki
defeat and to honor the name of the one man who, through his unselfish actions of
sacrifice, amazing display of courage and awesome power, had single-handedly
beaten the Shi’aki back and saved mankind from the brink of total annihilation.
A name that would forever stand as an undying symbol of honor, courage, and
dedication for many generations to come. The war had ended and once again peace
had returned to the universe. A new legend had been born; but at what cost?
Only a very special few knew the answer to that question. Although by
this time many of them only held a brief shadow of memory as to their true origin,
they could still feel it deep within their souls. Scattered to the winds, many of
the old teachings and traditions had long since been lost in the flow of time and
modernization of the world in which they were forced to live so long ago. Yet
even so, the youngest among them could feel that something was terribly wrong.
Looking to the night sky a sense of dread and confusion came upon them all. Once
again, for the first time in countless centuries, the symbols on their bodies began to
glow as through they were a dark omen of things to come…

------------------------------THE STORY BEGINS------------------------------

CHAPTER 5
Wild FIRE

It is the year 3045. Just over 300 years ago, Earth and the other
planets in the Attraxian Planetary Council found themselves in a desperate
struggle to survive against an alien race of seemingly endless power. They
called themselves the Shi’aki. No one knew who they were or where they came
from, but their objectives were simple and clear, total galactic domination and
the destruction of all civilizations therein.
The Great War raged for fifteen long, hard years. Many lives were
lost. Although the C.D.U.L.O managed to slow down the Shi’aki conquest, it
was clear that they were only postponing the inevitable. The sheer power of
the Shi’aki forces and their cutting-edge technology gave them a distinct and
lethal advantage. They soon overran the Attraxian forces.
The aliens fought their way into our solar system and began to infiltrate
the Earth’s planetary defenses while setting up their own bases and termination
camps for the prisoners they managed to capture. They ruthlessly slaughtered
anyone who got in their way. No one escaped their wrath. For the first time in
history, mankind was on the brink of total extinction. Then one day it all came
to an end.
A being of immense power appeared, rising like a phoenix from the
ashes to save our world. In one fell swoop he destroyed the entire Shi’aki fleet.
Although he died in the battle that followed, he managed to cripple the alien’s
mother ship so severely that the Shi’aki were forced to retreat from our galaxy.
No one had heard from them since.... until recently.
Now, three centuries after the Great War, an old enemy has resurfaced
to once again haunt mankind. Though most of the Earth-based military
installations were destroyed during the war a few hidden bases and termination
camps still remained. Having kept a low profile for the first hundred and fifty
years after their defeat, for some reason Shi’aki activity on Earth as well as
many other planets in the galaxy has begun to increase rapidly in the last two
centuries.
With the disbanding of the Attraxian Planetary Council and the
dismembering of the COBRA Defense Units, there is no one left to formally
oppose the Shi’aki conquest in a world full of chaos and confusion. While
there are a few factions and underground rebellions that do fight against the
Shi’aki, it is still not enough to keep the cancer from spreading. Once again
152

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

153

mankind finds himself in a race for survival against a ruthless enemy bent on
our destruction. Time is running out...
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------EARTH- Sector 31
The sun shined brightly on the barren desert floor. Nothing had lived in this
area for many years. At one time this area had been a vast rainforest full of trees,
rivers and a variety of wild animals. That was before the huge explosion in the
north that had scorched the sky and covered the world in a suffocating black cloud
of radioactive waste that had almost completely destroyed the planet’s protective
ozone layer.
The pollution lingered for many years after causing havoc to the ecological
system due to acid rains and radiation from the sun, which was no longer hindered
by the ozone. Many of the old continents were now lost beneath the sea which had
risen after the partial melting of the polar ice caps due to global warming. Once
beautiful and serene, with many vast and thriving cities, all that was left of Earth
now was a burnt and barren wasteland of sand and stone surrounded by lifeless
oceans of pollution. Yet even so, mankind still found a way to survive, if only to die
from a worse fate.
After the Great Catastrophe of 2971, as the huge explosion was called,
many of the Shi’aki began to resurface from the depths of the planet. Apparently
they had been hiding underground for many years after the legendary Zinjin Attack
that sent their mother ship fleeing from the galaxy. At the time, they were too weak
to stand against the power of the council, so with nowhere else to go, they burrowed
themselves deep beneath the Earth’s surface and remained hidden. Thought to have
been completely wiped out by the Earth’s military forces, who had continued to hunt
them down long after that legendary battle, they were soon forgotten. However,
during this time, they continued to multiply in great numbers.
To this day it is not clear exactly what caused the Great Catastrophe, whether
it was caused my man, the Shi’aki, or another force. Given its location, some believe
it was Earth’s failed attempt to repair the massive damage the Shi’aki mother ship
had caused while en route to the planet during the Battle of Ephinox. What did
become apparent soon after was that for the Shi’aki, the explosion seemed to serve
as a wake up call for them to stop hiding and exert their revenge upon mankind for
the sins of the past. They did so with the utmost cruelty by callously destroying
city after city and setting up termination camps throughout the planet to dispose of
the ‘weaker species’ that they found still inhabiting the Earth in small concentrated
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numbers.
They destroyed everything until nothing was left. Now what remained of
mankind was forced into hiding only to be hunted day and night by Shi’aki rovers
or scavenger drones to be killed or transported to the termination camps for proper
disposal. Even so, a little hope still remained for the surviving human race.
On the desert floor below the large white clouds, six objects could just barely
be detected speeding across the sand. They were ships. Ahead of them, a seventh
ship could be seen sprinting away in the distance. The other six ships seemed to be
chasing it. Green laser fire exploded around the leading ship as the other six fired
at it continuously. The pilot skillfully evaded the onslaught while trying to stay on
course. Just then a holographic screen appeared in his view port.
“OCTAGON calling Omega, do you copy?” a voice called as the picture of
a man appeared through the static on the holographic screen. “What’s your status?”
he continued.
“I’m through the gate, heading to Sector 36 as planned,” the small craft’s
pilot responded, skillfully dodging another strafe of laser fire from the six enemy
craft pursuing him.
“Any hostiles?” the older man in the hologram inquired attentively.
“Got six on my tail right now,” the pilot answered matter-of-factly.
“So much for the element of surprise,” the old man frowned disapprovingly.
The pilot seemed to take no notice. “Do you think they’ve alerted anyone else to
your presence?”
“I doubt it, I’ve had my jammer on since way before I entered the zone.
They must’ve picked me up visually coming through the gate,” the pilot guessed.
“I told you to be careful…” the older man began to scold.
“Hold on a minute.” The pilot cut him off, turning his craft sharply to the
right and making a beeline for a large canyon in the desert floor. The enemy craft
continued to follow him in hot pursuit.
The leading craft dived into the canyon and weaved its way through
many overhangs and treacherous rock formations as the pilot desperately tried to
outmaneuver his pursuers, who remained hot on his trail. “So it’s like that is it?” the
pilot remarked to himself. Spying a large overhang located between a narrow gap
in the canyon walls, an idea quickly formed in his head.
Navigating his craft towards that position, he slowed down slightly,
allowing himself to come within his enemy’s targeting range. The six enemy vessels
immediately locked on to him and accelerated to get a clear shot. Once in range,
they instinctively started pounding his rear deflector shields with intense laser fire.
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The small craft shuddered as the shields in the aft part of the ship began to fail, but
the pilot steadily held his course. They had taken the bait.
Waiting a few seconds for the enemy craft to get closer to his position, the
pilot accelerated forward. While doing so, he carefully marked a position on the
overhang directly in front of him. His timing had to be perfect if this was going to
work. Finding his mark, he fired a rapid volley of red laser fire into the overhang
ahead.
The overhang exploded and began to collapse in an avalanche of boulders
and debris. “Now!” the pilot exclaimed, pushing the acceleration throttle completely
forward and holding on for dear life while his craft leapt forward. Making it through
the rubble, he quickly flipped his craft onto its left side and just barely managed to
squeeze through a narrow gap in the canyon walls ahead.
The enemy craft behind him weren’t so fortunate. A huge boulder instantly
disintegrated the leading craft while another one collided roughly with the canyon
wall and burst into flames while trying desperately to avoid the trap. The other four
ships just barely managed to avoid the same fate as their comrades and continued
to follow.
“Two down, four to go,” the pilot noted to himself, making his way out of
the canyon and back to his destined course.
“You ok?” the voice on the display asked with a hint of concern.
“Yeah,” the pilot acknowledged casually, not paying the old man any
mind.
“Listen to me. It’s very important that you succeed in your mission. Once
you lose your playmates, proceed directly to Sector 36. You’ll find a village called
Tristan. I’m not sure how secure this line is so I can’t give you further details right
now. You’ll be contacted by one of our operatives when you get there. He’ll fill
you in on what he knows and then you’ll both take it from there,” the older man
relayed.
“If this was so big, why didn’t you just give me all the details before I left?
I don’t like all of this cloak ’n’ dagger stuff,” the pilot complained, clearly irritated
at being given so little information.
“I don’t like it either,” the older man admitted. “But in this case it might
prove to be the only advantage we have. We think there’s a mole in the organization,
but we still haven’t managed to locate him yet. Until we do, complete discretion is
paramount. We can’t afford to jeopardize this… Not when we’re so close.”
“Whatever… So who’s this contact anyway?” the pilot replied, completely
brushing aside the old man’s lengthy explanation.
“You don’t know him, but he knows you. He’ll be waiting to pick you up
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when you get there. You’ll know him when you see him. He’s already expecting
you,” the old man stated. “We may need to contact the both of you later if there’s
any changes. We’ll be monitoring you through your cruiser’s tracking system so
keep in contact with your land cruiser at all times. If things get out of hand, abort
the mission immediately and return back to base. We’re counting on you.”
“I know. And don’t worry; I can take care of myself. I’ll be standing by…”
the pilot was in the process of acknowledging when suddenly his craft once again
shook violently. “What the hell was that?” he growled furiously, struggling to
recover from the attack.
Just then eight bright blue projectiles erupted from the leading enemy craft’s
eight-bay plasma launchers and sped in a haphazard pattern towards the small craft
directly in front of him.
“Shit! Heat-seekers!” the pilot cried gritting his teeth while maneuvering
his craft in an attempt to avoid the deadly barrage of projectiles heading straight for
him.
“Omega!” the voice on the display cried in dismay before the image on the
screen suddenly broke into static as the first of the projectiles exploded around the
small cruiser. The pilot furiously fought with the craft’s navigation controls in order
to dodge the rest of the attack. Miraculously, he managed to dodge five out of seven
of the remaining projectiles unscathed. The other two caught him as he just barely
cleared the destruction of the first five.
The first one slammed into the ground directly to his left, causing minor
damage to his left rear repulsor and forcing the craft to slide uncontrollably to
its right. After which, the second one slammed into his craft’s exposed left side,
severely crippling the engine and causing major shield damage. The craft skidded
to a rugged halt.
“Shit…” the pilot cursed, immediately loosening his restraints and removing
his helmet. His brown hair clung to his wet forehead while his dark brown eyes
stung with sweat. He quickly glanced at his damaged but still functioning control
panel. His craft’s shields were down to fifteen percent. It wouldn’t hold out long
against his other four pursuers, who were closing in fast. He needed to think of
something fast.
The remaining enemy craft were on him in seconds. Wasting no time, they
immediately began to pound the small craft with intense laser fire. Its light blue
transparent shield could be seen straining against the impact of every hit. It wouldn’t
last much longer.
Just then, a figure armed with a plasma bazooka stealthily crept unnoticed
from behind a large boulder located directly to the right of the four enemy craft. A
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sly smile spread across his thin lips as he casually took aim on the nearest enemy
ship and fired a rocket of red energy into the first craft. The craft exploded on
impact.
“Can’t shoot with your shields up can you, bastards?” he remarked gleefully
dispatching another one of his bewildered foes. The remaining two craft instinctively
tried to run at the last second, but it was in vain. The third craft exploded sending
shrapnel into the fourth one and destroying them both in the process. The burning
remains of the last two craft crashed loudly into the desert sand. The young man
lowered his weapon and casually wiped a mixture of sweat and sand from around
his dark brown eyes before heading towards the crippled land cruiser.
Tapping a small control panel on his left forearm, he waited patiently for
the crippled craft’s remaining shield to power down before stepping up to it and
opening the cockpit from the outside. The pilot’s chair was empty and only a mess
of loose wires and cabling could be seen through the smoke now rising from it.
“Good thing I made it out of here or else I might’ve choked to death,”
the pilot chuckled to himself remembering how he had just managed to grab the
onboard bazooka in the back compartment of the craft and teleport himself from the
cockpit to the huge rock which he’d been hiding behind just seconds before the four
enemy craft had swooped in for the kill. Fortunately he’d managed to reactivate the
cruiser’s shields just in time after he’d made his escape or else he’d be staring at a
pile of molten scrap metal.
Taking his time, he slowly surveyed the damage to the craft. It wasn’t as
bad as he’d expected, but it would require some repairs. The cruiser had an onboard
automatic self-repair and maintenance system that would fix most of the damage the
craft had taken, but it would probably take a few days and it wouldn’t completely
fix everything. It would just get the cruiser into minimal working condition to
where he could remotely pilot it to wherever his current location was just in case he
needed an extraction and there was no other way out. But it would still take the craft
a considerable amount of time to reach him depending on his location at the time he
summoned it. He was still missing a lot of parts to get it fully functional so he would
get whatever else he needed later, but unfortunately, the onboard communications
system was fried beyond repair.
Comms are shot... So much for reporting in, he thought to himself. I guess
I’ll have to worry about that later, he reasoned recalling his original mission
parameters. Tapping the control panel on his arm once again, he waited until a small
holographic map appeared before him.
“Ok, let’s see. I’m still somewhere in Sector 31, which means that Sector 36
should be…” he paused looking at the holographic GPS system that was tied into
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the computer back at his home base. “Thirty kilometers west of here,” he finished
shutting the hologram off.
“Looks like I’ll have to walk,” the pilot thought aloud whilst grabbing the
remainder of his supplies from the cockpit of his cruiser. “Cruiser, activate cloaking
device and auto-repair systems,” he commanded into the craft’s control panel on his
forearm. The craft flickered as its image quickly became distorted due to the light
waves around it being bent into a high-tech, invisible camouflage. In a few seconds,
the craft had completely vanished from view. “Cloaking complete,” replied the
onboard computer, which incidentally had a sexy female voice.
“Good, stand by and wait for my return. Also, see what repairs you can
do while I’m away. I might have to leave here in a hurry. Try to at least get the
auxiliary systems back on line. I’ll be back in a while,” he continued speaking to
his invisible ship.
“Copy,” the computerized voice complied. With that, the pilot turned and
looked towards the sky. The sun was just over the horizon. It would be getting
dark soon and he had a lot of distance to cover. He didn’t expect to find too much
Shi’aki presence in this particular area, but he would still have to move quickly and
carefully. The Shi’aki weren’t the only dangers this far out from the badlands.
“Guess I’d better get moving,” he finally decided, slinging his supplies onto
his back and beginning his long westward trek into the horizon.
The young pilot reached the village of Tristan in the early evening of the
next day. He had traveled very cautiously during the night. Having had a few minor
encounters with some of the local wildlife in the morning, he had taken a short
rest. However, he had still managed to make considerable progress in such a short
amount of time.
Well, here I am, the pilot thought to himself, stopping just outside of the
city’s gate. The place was just as he had expected it to be, small and rundown. A
lone island surrounded by a fathomless sea of sand. There was nothing else around
this area for many miles.
That was the way most of the remaining cities on Earth were now, small and
sparsely populated dumps normally made from the still standing ruins of old cities
that had been destroyed by the Shi’aki or by some other means ages ago. Normally
located in the middle of nowhere, they were far beyond the borders of the badlands
and other key areas where the Shi’aki kept a constant patrol while in search of the
few rebel factions that had become a real nuisance to them over the past few years,
such as his own.
The Shi’aki rarely did sweeps out this far in the desert although there were
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always rovers and scavenger drones on the prowl at night. But having a limited
travel radius, these mechanized hunters very rarely made it out this far so most of
the cities here were safe for the time being. But if the Shi’aki ever discovered their
existence, they would waste no time in completely destroying everything in sight.
That had been the fate of many small cities that the Shi’aki had managed
to run across in the past. The Shi’aki rarely took survivors unless they were strong
enough to work as slaves in the termination camps to mine hitronium or dispose
of the dead bodies of the people the Shi’aki had captured and killed during their
sweeps and patrols of the badlands and the areas beyond. This in itself was a fate
far worse than death.
“Now all I gotta do is find this contact, whoever he is,” the pilot reasoned
to himself, removing a pair of goggles from his deep brown eyes. The desert wind
played through his hair and clothing. Though the desert temperature was scorching
hot during the daytime, things normally started to cool down in the evening. The
gentle breeze felt good on his bare arms and weatherworn skin.
He was a young man in his late twenties. His lightly tanned skin and dark
brown hair went perfectly with his five-foot-seven frame and chiseled, muscular
build. He was wearing military issue boots and loose-fitting blue flight pants with
a heavy black Kevlar vest. His arms, chest and midsection were bare as the desert
was too hot to wear any kind of shirt under his protective vest. He savored the
breeze for a few moments before making his way into the city.
After checking into the city’s security depot and getting his registration
pass, the young man began to explore his surroundings. He had no clue who he was
looking for, but nonetheless, he searched for anyone that looked out of place in the
city or who might spark a sense of familiarity.
Finding nothing, he eventually abandoned the search and began to wander
the city. While he had never been to this place before, Octagon often operated outside
of the badlands when staging raids or gathering intel on Shi’aki installations that
they managed to locate, but this was the first time he’d ever been sent on assignment
by himself beyond the grid. Though he still hadn’t been fully briefed on his exact
mission parameters, he could tell from the urgency of the last transmission he’d
received from headquarters that this wasn’t just a routine recon mission. Something
big was going on.
It was getting late in the evening. The sun was slowly sinking into the
horizon and the veil of night had begun to fall. He was casually walking through
the city streets when he caught a glimpse of something to his right side. The same
guy had been following him for the past three hours. He’d noticed him before when
he went into the supply shop to pick up an extra power converter for his damaged
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land cruiser. The pilot pretended not to notice and kept strolling aimlessly around
the city. His stalker continued to follow him.
“Guess it’s time to see what he wants,” the young man smiled to himself
turning to face the man. Upon seeing him turn, the stalker immediately ducked into
an alley. The pilot said nothing but continued to stand in his current position. He’d
never known an Octagon operative to be so sloppy. If he’d been a Shi’aki spy, this
guy would already be rotting in a garbage chute somewhere. “Rookies… guess they
don’t train us the way they used to.”
Just then, a hand appeared from the alleyway and beckoned to him to come.
“Well, that’s rather obvious, isn’t it? So much for discretion!” he said, growing
increasingly disgusted with the blatant carelessness of this particular agent. If he
could see that signal, so could any five-year-old child with half a brain. If he wasn’t
careful, this guy was going to blow his cover before the mission even got started.
“I’m gonna have a piece of this guy’s ass when I get over there!” he swore, hurrying
across the street before anyone else could see what was happening.
Entering the alley, he saw no sign of the man who had signaled him. Taking
in his surroundings, he slowly continued to walk down the garbage-strewn corridor.
There wasn’t too much to see in the darkness ahead of him, but he suddenly began
to sense that something was wrong. Hearing a sound behind him, his senses quickly
sprang alert as he nimbly pivoted to his right just in time to see a thick metal chain
fly past his left shoulder and slam into the ground below.
He quickly stepped on the chain, pinning it to the ground with his left foot
before his attacker could recover the crude weapon and spun to his right, delivering
a crushing back-roundhouse kick to his attacker’s exposed chin that sent him
flying into the alley wall on the opposite side. The rest of the garbage in the alley
suddenly sprang to life and assailed him from all sides using an assortment of crude
weaponry.
Amused, the young man smiled to himself feeling something awaken inside
of him. For a brief second, his bare hands, forearms and exposed midsection seemed
to glow a fiery red as he quickly charged them with his internal energy. The glow
faded, leaving a thick, protective covering of almost impenetrable crimson-colored
organic metal armor in its wake.
Spinning to his left, he easily blocked a heavy metal pipe that was aimed
for his head. The pipe bent and shattered on impact as it came in contact with the
red armor on his forearms. Grabbing his startled attacker by the face he forcefully
slammed him into the ground, leaving a huge impression in the dirt. The thugs
continued to press their attack. Using his brash and destructive no-holds-barred
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kempo-like fighting style, the young man effortlessly dispatched them all with
lethal speed and precision. The fight was over in seconds.
“That was quick,” the pilot said, cracking his knuckles with glee while
exiting the alleyway, which was now littered with the bodies of his mangled
and unconscious assailants. The red armor on his waist, hands and forearms had
mysteriously vanished without a trace. “Thieves. This town’s gotta be full of ’em.
Guess I’d better be more careful from now on,” he lightly chided himself for falling
prey to their trap.
“Still though, I was hoping for a little competition,” he frowned, slightly
disappointed at the quick outcome of the battle. Street fighting was one of his
favorite hobbies. He often longed to do battle with strong opponents, be they
human or otherwise, although his adopted father at Octagon disapproved. He’d
managed to suppress the desire very much over the years in order to keep himself
out of trouble at the HQ, but he could never fully rid himself of it even if he’d really
wanted to. It was something in his blood.
Refocusing on his mission, he realized that he still had no clue who he was
supposed to meet. Since it was getting a lot later, he decided to find a place to stay
for the night. Unfortunately, this town wasn’t used to having many visitors from
other sectors so there were no hotels in the area. There was a local bar that might
have a few rooms that he could rent for a few days, but that was about it when it
came to traveling accommodation. He had wished to keep a low profile until he
made contact with Octagon’s agent, but seeing as how his options were limited, he
decided to stay there for the night if he could.
The bar was located in a sparsely populated area of the town. There were
only a few people inside, none of which looked fit enough to work for Octagon.
Most were too old or too drunk to even carry on a decent conversation. After a
talking to a rather large and well-built man with reddish brown-colored hair and
a mustache who seemed to be a lot more fascinated with the bottom of his liquor
bottle than carrying on a conversation with someone he didn’t know, he gave up
and decided to retire for the night.
The next morning while leaving the bar, he accidentally bumped into the
muscular drunk he’d met the night before. “Sorry,” he excused himself before
continuing out of the bar. The other man placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “Move
it or lose it pal,” the pilot threatened, not turning to face the man.
“Looks like you’re new here,” the bigger man stated, ignoring the previous
threat. There was a strange tribal–style symbol tattooed over his left eye.
“What’s it to you?” the pilot replied, irritated. He hadn’t had breakfast and
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he wasn’t in the mood to deal with drunks this early in the morning.
“Does the name ‘Fire Starter’ mean anything to you?” the other man asked
coolly. The pilot said nothing. “That’s what I thought. Follow me,” the other man
instructed before walking through the bar. The pilot complied.
The stranger, who was clearly in his early thirties and was a little taller than
the pilot, led him through the bar and out of a well-hidden back door, which led into
a dark alleyway. Noticing a piece of broken pipe and a barely noticeable impression
in the ground about eight feet in front of him, the pilot suddenly became aware that
they were in the same alley where he’d been jumped the night before.
“You’re a lot easier to find than I thought,” the other man began. “Sorry
about last night, had to make sure it was you,” he continued, turning to face the pilot
for the first time. Though rugged and deep set, his green eyes held a slight hint of a
smile.
“You mean the drunk act?” the pilot inquired, relaxing a bit.
“No, I mean the ambush,” the other man grinned mischievously.
“You set that up, huh?” the pilot looked at him curiously.
“Like I said, had to make sure it was you. Actually, I was surprised you fell
for it. I heard you’re one of the best,” the other man admitted, leaning against the
doorway.
“I am,” the pilot replied defensively. “I just thought HQ sent some
inexperienced rookie to be my contact. The ‘hand-out-of-the dark-alleyway’ bit
was just too much to ignore. Besides, I needed to work off some stress,” he finished
matter-of-factly. The other man laughed in amusement.
“Name’s Dutch. Your old man told me you were coming so I’ve been
expecting you. I’m your contact for this mission. I’ll give you the details later
when we have a little more privacy,” he whispered, glancing around to make sure
no one could hear their secret conversation. “You got a name? Your old man never
bothered to give it to me.”
“That’s my old man all right,” the pilot smiled to himself. His father never
gave his real name when sending him out on assignments. Everyone just knew him
by his code name, which was ‘Fire Starter’. ‘Omega’ was actually the name of his
land cruiser.
“Alex,” the pilot replied as the two shook hands.
“Nice to meet you, Alex, like I said, I’ve heard a lot about you,” Dutch said.
“Mostly good, but not all of it,” he added slyly. “Anyways, looks like we’ve got a
lot to discuss, so let’s get out of here, shall we?”
“Lead the way,” Alex replied, gesturing towards the end of the alley. “By
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the way, mind telling me how you picked up on me so early?” he asked, realizing
that he’d probably been marked the second he’d set foot in the city.
“Easy, we don’t get too many visitors out this far at all so I paid a few guys
to keep me posted on any newcomers who entered the gate,” Dutch replied while
heading towards the alley’s exit.
“Is that how you got those lowlifes to jump me yesterday?” Alex continued
the conversation..
“I told them that you were a spice trader from El-Bandar and that you were
loaded with quints. Didn’t take much convincing on my part,” Dutch admitted,
chuckling to himself.
“They never stood a chance, y’know?” Alex stated with a sigh.
“I know, I just wanted to see you in action and make sure you were the real
deal. Besides, those guys have a habit of robbing anyone who even walks near that
alleyway. Only someone who didn’t know the city would even dare to go in there,
especially during the night. I figured it was about time someone gave them a good
thrashing,” Dutch explained.
“I don’t think they’ll be in the mood to rob anyone for the next few months,”
Alex speculated somewhat absently.
“Me neither. You really worked them over pretty good. I was impressed,”
Dutch conceded.
“You were watching? Funny, I didn’t see you anywhere,” Alex admitted,
guessing for once that maybe the eyes he’d sensed watching him from the time he’d
first entered the city hadn’t belonged to the thief as he had previously thought. “I’ve
got a pretty keen sense for those kinds of things,” he continued, wondering why
he’d never detected Dutch until he’d met him in the bar last night.
“So I’ve heard, but I have my ways of not being noticed when I don’t wanna
be.” Dutch smiled slyly. Alex looked at him quizzically. There was more to this
particular agent than met the eye. “You’re not the only one in the world whose
‘special’ you know,” Dutch answered, referring to the abilities from which Alex
had gained his code name. Alex glanced away slightly at the remark. Very few
outside of Octagon HQ knew of his mutant abilities, but this guy seemed to be very
well informed.
“Your father’s told me a lot,” Dutch reiterated, noticing the uneasiness in
the younger man’s expression.
“Figures,” Alex remarked. He’d always struggled to keep his powers a secret
from the rest of the members of the organization. There were very few mutants left
on Earth now and none of them that had been identified seemed to possess half of
the raw destructive powers that he had. This made him unique among his peers.
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Even so, while most mutants were viewed as viable tools to be used against
the Shi’aki due to their various superhuman strength and abilities, they were still
feared and mistrusted by many. Only the legendary Zinjin was ever able to break
through that barrier of prejudice and that was only through his death. Mankind
will always fear what they cannot understand. That was why, for the most part, his
powers remained a secret to those outside of HQ’s inner circle. Yet, there was no
doubt in his mind that it was because of his unusual abilities that he was selected to
carry out this particular assignment.
“Here we are,” Dutch directed, leading Alex to an old abandoned shack.
Once inside, Dutch began debriefing him on his mission. Apparently, Octagon had
obtained information about some sort of new weapon the Shi’aki were developing.
Although there were no exact details or design plans included in this intelligence,
the project seemed to be a large one.
The report stated that over the past few months, Shi’aki activity in the
region had increased drastically. They seemed to be shipping parts of some kind
from various places around the globe. Though the exact destinations or contents of
these shipments couldn’t be determined, it appeared that they were all being sent to
the same place. No one dared to even think of trying to hijack one of the convoys
to see what they contained or where they were going. That would be suicide. The
Shi’aki were far too powerful and well organized to fall for that. That was why they
had sent Alex.
Octagon needed someone who could find out exactly what the Shi’aki were
planning and live long enough to make it back to HQ to relay the information.
His mission was three fold; he was to somehow locate the new weapon’s location,
steal the design plans for it and bring them back to Octagon so they would know
beyond a doubt what they were facing and destroy the weapon before it could be
completed. Apparently, Dutch was the only other operative who had been assigned
to accompany him on this mission so it was up to the both of them to pull this off.
He and Dutch both agreed that this would be easier said than done. To top it all off,
they were supposed to do all of this with limited support and without alerting the
Shi’aki to their presence. That, no doubt, was where his mutant abilities came into
play.
The two talked for a long while before planning their next move. Dutch had
been instructed by Octagon to head to a town called Rune City, which was located
in the northern area of Sector 32, after he had made contact with Alex. There, they
were to meet with an old man by the name of Cordata Hind, who apparently held
some vital information about where they might find more precise details about the
Shi’aki’s new weapon.
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“So all we have to do is meet this Hind guy and he’ll tell us where the plans
for this new weapon are? Sounds too easy to me,” Alex considered, suspiciously
rubbing his chin.
“I agree,” Dutch concurred. “But if it was that easy they wouldn’t be sending
us, right?” he added jokingly.
“Yeah, right,” Alex retorted with a tinge of cynicism in his voice. Having
heard the parameters of his mission, he had to admit that mutant or not, even with
one hundred men on his side, this was going to be one hell of a job to pull off. He
was confident in his own abilities because he knew that if push ever came to shove,
he could always handle himself in a fight against the Shi’aki. If nothing else, his
mutant ability to teleport gave him a distinct advantage.
Looking at Dutch, besides his strong build, rugged appearance, and keen
observation skills, Alex couldn’t see anything in him that would make his mission
any easier. If nothing else, the idea of having another operative in the field with him
would probably just wind up getting him into more trouble and slowing him down.
Dutch pretended not to notice the hint of skepticism in his eyes.
They continued to talk into the late afternoon. Dutch had made lunch and
cooked a light dinner for them both and once again night came. “It’s getting late
and Sector 32’s a pretty long ways from here. We should get some rest and head out
early tomorrow morning.” Dutch recommended.
“Good idea. What about supplies?” Alex asked.
“I’m all set,” Dutch responded casually.
“Right, then tomorrow morning it is,” Alex agreed. Little else was said as
they turned in for the evening.
The two set out early the next morning before sunrise. The trip to Sector 32
was a very long one and they had been instructed to travel there without transport
so as to avoid detection as much as possible. HQ didn’t want them getting picked
up on any hidden Shi’aki sensors that could be in the area. That meant they had
to walk. As usual, the desert was scorching hot, but surprisingly the heat seemed
to have little effect on either of them. They walked and chatted casually for many
miles.
Alex found that Dutch had been working with Octagon for a lot longer
than he had originally thought. He was one of the key operatives that Octagon had
beyond the grid and he actually knew Alex’s father fairly well. They’d met briefly
on more than a few occasions.
They stopped for a rest in the middle of the evening before continuing on
their way. They met no resistance and saw absolutely no sign of the Shi’aki in this
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area. Dutch explained that since this area was pretty much no-man’s land and had
little to no natural resources or water, the Shi’aki probably figured that no thriving
population of humans could possibly survive out here so they rarely wasted their
time patrolling it. If anything, they would send out rovers or scavengers to set up
sensors and check certain points and that was it. All in all, it was a pretty safe place
to live if you could withstand the intense heat and didn’t need water to survive,
which of course very few humans could do.
They reached Rune City late at night and found a small hotel to stay in
for the remainder of the evening. Rune City was located in Sector 32, bordering
Sectors 36 and 31, where Alex’s land cruiser was standing by. He’d thought about
taking a detour there to drop off the parts he’s picked up in Tristan and maybe do
some quick repairs, but the craft was located in the opposite direction of the one
they would be traveling in to reach Rune City so he scratched the idea.
Directly to the north of the small city was a small mountain range known
as the ‘Pine Peaks’. Although no trees grew there now, it was said that at one time
the mountains had been covered with a variety of evergreen trees. It was also said
that this area used to be cold and constantly covered with snow. That was before the
Great Catastrophe. Now all that remained was lifeless, barren sandstone. Beyond
this mountain range was Sector 33.
The next morning they ate a quick breakfast and began looking for Hind.
It didn’t take them long to locate his residence in the northwestern area of the city.
“Guess we’d better see if anyone’s home,” Dutch said knocking on the door. They
waited patiently until they heard movement on the other side. A few seconds later,
the door opened slightly and the face of a haggard old man appeared between the
crack.
“What do you want?” the old man barked rather rudely.
“You Cordata Hind?” Dutch asked.
“Maybe, who wants to know?” the old man snapped quickly.
“Just two guys looking for a quick hook up. Our transport broke down a few
miles from here and we need some parts to get her fixed. We heard you could help
us,” Dutch lied casually.
“That so? Well you heard wrong. Now scram. I got work to do!” the old
man yelled, slamming the door in Dutch’s face. The two operatives stared briefly at
the door before glancing at each other. Shrugging nonchalantly, Dutch returned and
the two left.
“Guess no one told him we were coming,” Alex surmised, clearly irritated
at the rude reception.
“No, he knew. Didn’t catch the camera on the side of the house, did you?”
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Dutch chided.
“You mean the one in the fake plant? Yeah I caught it, but just because he’s
got a security system in his house that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s our man, does
it? Personally, I think this whole thing smells fishy and the dude’s a fake. I think we
should look elsewhere for our leads,” Alex declared.
“You got a plan?” Dutch asked curiously.
“Not yet, but I’m working on it. There’s gotta be a lead somewhere, but I
don’t think we’re going to find anything this far away from the grid. How would an
old geezer like him get that kinda information anyway? Something just doesn’t add
up,” Alex continued while crossing the street.
Just then a man walked right in front of them. Alex just barely avoided
bumping into him. “Asshole,” Alex swore, becoming even more agitated. “Wait
a sec,” he stopped noticing a small piece of paper lying on the ground in front of
him. The man had intentionally dropped it when he passed them. Picking it up, Alex
quickly read the note.
“What’s it say?” Dutch inquired, peering over his shoulder.
“It says, ‘Back door, fifteen minutes. Knock six times and don’t be late and
make sure you’re not followed. PS, Pick up a hydro-flux from the tool shop on your
way back,” Alex read aloud. “What the hell does this guy think we are, a delivery
service?” he commented angrily.
“I guess it was the right house after all,” Dutch stated calmly, although he
too was agitated at their previous encounter. “Might as well do what he says and see
what he has to offer.”
“All right, we’ll play along for now,” Alex consented. “Let’s go find this
damn store and get what he wants. What the hell’s he gonna do with a hydro-flux
way out here anyway?” he wondered aloud. Dutch chuckled to himself. If there
was one thing he’d already discovered about Alex, it was that he had a very quick
temper which had no doubt gotten him into trouble on more than a few occasions.
The two quickly found the tool shop and purchased the expensive piece of
equipment that the old man had requested before returning to the house. “Allow me,”
Dutch said knocking six times as instructed. The back door opened immediately.
“Get in here, quick!” the old man whispered, beckoning them inside and
hurriedly shutting the door behind them.
They found themselves in a very ordinary looking bedroom, not that they
expected anything different. Saying nothing, the old man placed his hand on a wellhidden panel behind the head of the bed. A piece of the wall slid open revealing a
short flight of stairs leading to a hidden compartment below the house. “This way.”
He signaled for them to follow him. The two were impressed by what they found
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upon entering the compartment. It was full of computer equipment that Octagon
used to spy on the Shi’aki and track their movements. The place was an underground
intelligence center. Dutch whistled in amazement.
“Not what you expected, huh?” the old man remarked, noticing the two
younger men’s expressions. “You’ll find this old house has a lot more to it than
meets the eye,” he continued with a friendly wink.
“You can say that again,” Dutch responded, taking in his surroundings. The
place was larger than he had originally noticed and filled with various types of
scanning, communications, and satellite equipment, some of which he had never
even seen before.
“Nice hideout,” Alex added. “Bet the Shi’aki would’ve never thought of
looking for an intel center this far out from the grid,” he surmised.
“That’s exactly the point,” the old man concurred. “Sorry for the rude
reception earlier, had to make sure you two were alone and weren’t being followed,”
he apologized, busily bustling about the room. His hands were covered in dirt and
grime, apparently from working on something.
“We’ve had some problems with a few newcomers coming here and asking
questions. Shi’aki spies. Think they’ve finally started to pick up on our activity
beyond the grid so we’ve had to start being more careful recently. You got that part
I asked for?” the old man inquired, reaching behind him while tinkering with one
of the communications consoles in front of him. Alex handed it to him.
“Thanks,” the old man said gratefully. “Take a seat over there. I’ll be with
you two in a few minutes,” he instructed nonchalantly, pointing to a few chairs in
the corner of the room by some old computer equipment. Alex and Dutch glanced
at each other with troubled expressions on their faces. At this point it didn’t seem to
either of them that the old man was taking their mission too seriously at all.
Shrugging lightly, Dutch turned before walking to one of the chairs and
followed the older man’s instructions. Alex slowly followed suit. He still had a
nagging feeling that this old man wasn’t all he was cracked up to be, but for now
the only thing he could do was wait, which was something he had never been
particularly good at.
The two visitors sat impatiently waiting for their host to finish his chore.
Alex was starting to seethe, but he decided it would be best to keep his mouth shut
for the time being. Hearing a sparking sound, he and Dutch both looked up just in
time to see the old man quickly pull his hand out of the console he was working on
and shake it gingerly.
“Damn, just as I thought, the whole thing’s fried,” he admitted, frowning and
shaking his head sadly before sticking his injured fingers in his mouth and sucking
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on them for a few seconds to cool them down from the shock he had just received.
“Oh well, guess I gotta start from scratch. I’ll try again tomorrow,” he decided,
turning away from the machine. Noticing his two guests stirring impatiently in their
seats, he started towards them.
“Sorry for the wait. Scrambler’s fried so I had to try and get it fixed. We
can’t send or receive any traffic without it for fear of the Shi’aki locking on to
the broadcast signal and tracing it here. The scrambler scrambles and bounces the
signal around to a few different locations in coded form so that all they can see is
garbled junk. Makes it impossible for them to track it here,” the old man explained.
“Cordata Hind at your service. I’ve been expecting you,” he finally introduced
himself, holding out his hand to Dutch, who just sat there looking at his extended
hand for a few seconds. “Oh, sorry,” Hind apologized, realizing he had just had
his fingers in his mouth. Wiping them on his trousers, he once again assumed the
gesture.
“I’m Alex, this is Dutch,” Alex replied, heartily shaking the old man’s hand.
Finally, they were getting somewhere.
“What can I do for you boys? I heard you were looking for some info, but the
major wouldn’t give me anything specific over the holocom. Said something about
a leak. Guess security’s gotten a lot more slack on their end,” Hind speculated.
“I hooked up with him in Tristan. My instructions were to make contact
and to bring him here to find out more about the Shi’aki’s new weapon,” Dutch
explained while standing and shaking the older man’s other hand.
“You got anything for us?” Alex asked directly, looking the old man in the
eye to see if he could detect anything suspicious.
“Oh, that,” Hind confirmed. “Take a seat,” he instructed once again while
pulling up a chair of his own and joining them. “Ok here’s the deal,” he began. “As
you know, there have been rumors flying around that the Shi’aki are building some
kinda new weapon. My boys on the inside were trying to gather more information
as to exactly what it is and its whereabouts when they were found out and killed,”
he continued, rubbing his right temple slightly. Losing agents wasn’t something he
took lightly.
“Ever since then, the Shi’aki have heightened their security so I haven’t
been able to get anyone else inside and the few I still have left in there are on low
profile so I haven’t received contact from them in the past few weeks. I’m still
working my angles left and right, but I still haven’t been able to come up with a lot
of info as to the exact location of the weapon. What I can tell you is that the last
reports I received said that it might possibly be a ship; a battle cruiser of some kind.
I’m still trying to get more info,” he concluded.
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“That information’s not much good to us if we don’t know where the thing
is.” Alex frowned. Dutch nodded in agreement.
“True,” the old man admitted. “But I think I might have found a possible
work around to this problem. For the past few years my boys have been keeping
tabs on a man who we know has strong ties to the Shi’aki. As we all know, the
Shi’aki has a large group of human followers, people who would rather serve them
as willing slaves than be hunted or killed by them or sent to the camps. Not that I
can blame them. But even so, the sorry bastards will do anything required to stay
off the Shi’aki’s bad side, even if it means sending their own mother to a camp to
rot. That’s where most of the Shi’aki’s spies come from,” Hind explained.
“This guy’s one of them. His name is Nicholi Kristofferson and he lives in
New Town, just north of here in Sector 33. Rumor is he used to be some kind of
general for the Shi’aki who was in charge of one of the engineering sections. We
have reason to believe that he’s got information on the Shi’aki’s new weapon,”
Hind briefed.
“Sounds kinda thin to me,” Alex declared suspiciously.
“I know, but right now he’s the best lead that we’ve got,” Hind admitted.
“That’s all good, but the question is how do we get the information from
him? I don’t think he’s going to just give it to us if we walk up to his door and
knock,” Dutch remarked.
“I doubt it. You’d probably get a much colder reception than the one you got
here earlier,” Hind replied matter-of-factly. “But still, this looks like it might be the
only way we have to get some hard evidence for now. That’s where you two come
in,” he declared, looking at them both.
“Let me guess, we’re supposed to sneak into the city, capture this guy,
and bring him back here for interrogation, am I right?” Dutch surmised, suddenly
beginning to understand his selection for this particular mission.
“You got it,” Hind acknowledged with a sly smile.
“Hmmm, I don’t know much about New Town, but I’ve heard it’s got a lot
of people who are loyal to the Shi’aki there,” Dutch stated.
“That’s right,” Hind confirmed. “The entire city is owned and protected by
the Shi’aki. It’s a haven for those who are loyal to them, kinda like a safe house
to protect them from the rest of us who want to kick their Shi’aki lovin’ asses!
But I gotta admit, being a motherless bastard does have its perks. With the Shi’aki
running the city, the people there have almost no worries. The city is actually really
huge and very beautiful with constant electricity, purified water, nice buildings, the
works! So what if the Shi’aki keep a tight reign on everything there and kill anyone
who steps out of line? For the loyalists, as long as they don’t do anything stupid and
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serve as they’re told, life is great,” Hind relayed.
“So pretty much, we’re going to be walking into a city filled with people
who are just as bad as the people we’re trying to stop from destroying the rest of us.
This just keeps getting better and better!” Dutch moaned.
“What’s the matter, you not up to it?” Hind taunted with a hint of concern
on his face.
“Don’t mind him, he’s just suffering from severe lack of nerve,” Alex said,
shaking his head. He was definitely going to have a talk with his father about this
one.
Dutch glared at him. “And I suppose you got a plan for accomplishing all of
this?” Dutch inquired heatedly.
“Still working on it, but we won’t really know anything till we reach the city
anyway, so there’s no point in worrying about it for now. We’ll just have to play it
by ear when we get there,” Alex replied levelly.
“True,” Dutch admitted seeing his point. “What can you give us on this
Kristofferson guy?” he asked Hind.
“We’ll talk about it later,” the older man said, rising from his chair. “You
guys have been traveling for quite some time so I guess you’re probably more than
a little hungry and tired from your trip. How ’bout we get a little something to eat
and cool off for a bit. Too much thinking isn’t good on an empty stomach. Besides,
I’m starving!” he suggested keenly, picking up on the tension in the room. Neither
of the two younger men could argue with that idea. They hadn’t eaten very much on
the way to the city and hunger was beginning to gnaw its way into their stomachs.
“Me too, let’s go. They got any good places to eat around here?” Dutch
asked rising from his chair.
“Not really, but I’m too lazy to cook. Come on, I’ll take you to a place
I know. The food’s pretty decent and the beer’s good,” Hind replied, licking his
lips in anticipation of the cold brew to come. Alex said nothing. Even if they were
hungry, he felt it would be better for them to keep a low profile until they had
completed their mission.
“Don’t worry about people seeing you. They already saw you when entered
the city. People here are naturally wary of strangers so if they don’t see you out and
about at some point with a familiar face, they’re going to get suspicious as to what
you’re doing here. In places like this, sometimes the best place to hide is in out in
the open. I’ll just tell everyone you’re both my nephews from Tristan. That should
keep them from asking too many questions,” Hind explained, picking up on the
younger man’s brief hesitation. “Don’t worry, it’s safe,” he smiled.
Alex relaxed a little bit. Perhaps he was being too tense. Hind seemed to
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know exactly what he was doing. Alex was beginning to understand how the old
man had managed to run his intel center for so long without anyone noticing. He
had to admit that while Hind was a terrible host when it came to houseguests, when
it came to business, he knew what he was doing. “Lead the way,” he smiled back,
following the old man out of the room.
The evening sun was beginning to set when the trio left the house. The city
streets were sparsely populated with a few pedestrians and people on hover-bikes,
but all in all, the place was pretty calm and quiet. Many of the food and appliance
shop owners were closing and locking up their shops for the evening while the
city’s few bars and taverns signaled their opening with waking neon and phosphor
lights. While they were walking, Hind told them a little about the city.
Though it wasn’t too populated, it was a fairly large place. The city itself
was about two miles in circumference and divided into four main sections. The
East End, where Alex and Dutch had entered the city, was the main entrance. There
wasn’t too much around that area, save for security depots and a few shops. The
West End was a small shopping district where most people went during the day
to get the food and supplies they needed for daily living. That was where Dutch
and Alex had stayed the night before. The North End, where Hind lived, was the
residential area. Not too many shops there, just houses. The South End was pretty
much a landfill area where city maintenance dumped trash from the residential area.
However, there was also a transport shop there.
After giving them a general but lengthy rundown of the city, Hind took the
two now famished young men to one of the local bars where they dined on some of
the local cuisine. As Hind warned them, the food wasn’t that good, but the beer was
cold. Apparently he was pretty well known at this particular place; Alex could tell
that Hind came here regularly. A few of the locals stopped by to ask him about the
newcomers. Satisfied by his thin, yet believable alibi, they went back to their own
food and drink, leaving the trio to talk in peace.
They were chatting and carrying on general conversation about different
kinds of transports and their performances, while being very careful not to mention
Octagon or anything to do with their mission, when Dutch inconspicuously tapped
Alex’s foot with his own under the table and signaled with his eyes for Alex to look
to his right.
Catching the hint, Alex intentionally knocked his beer mug onto the floor
and leaned over to pick it up. Glancing up slightly, he saw a group of eight darkclothed men sitting in a corner directly behind him. They were watching him and his
companions with the utmost scrutiny. Seeing him temporarily turn in their direction,
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they pretended not to notice and continued their conversation. Alex returned to the
table and ordered another beer.
“They some of yours?” he asked Hind once the waitress had brought him
another mug and vanished.
“Who, the monkey pack in the back?” Hind asked nodding towards Alex’s
right shoulder.
“Yeah, they’ve been keen on us since we walked through the door,” Dutch
noted as casually as possible.
“Nope, they’re not mine. Most of my boys are out on the field trying to get
more info on the you-know-what. But I did get reports a few days ago of a few
unidentified men who entered the city. I told you about them earlier, the ones asking
questions about HQ. I’ve had a few of my boys trying to keep up with them but they
keep bouncing around and splitting up into groups so they’re hard to track,” Hind
told them.
“Thought you guys were pro,” Dutch taunted him.
“We are, but we’re too undermanned out here to keep track of everyone that
comes through the gate,” Hind defended.
“Yeah, well I get the feeling they didn’t buy into your cover story,” Alex
stated glancing around for the nearest exit.
“I think your right. Let’s get out of here and ditch these monkeys. Then
we’ll get back to business,” Hind replied.
“Right, you guys go ahead. I’ll follow you later,” Dutch suggested, rising
from the table.
“You got a plan?” Alex looked at him.
“No, but I gotta take a piss and I don’t think I can hold it till we get home,”
Dutch told him matter-of-factly before turning and walking into the bathroom.
Rookies, Alex thought to himself shaking his head. “Let’s go,” he instructed
looking to Hind.
The two men rose from the table and went to the cashier. Once again Alex
looked at the table of men who seemed to be paying them no attention whatsoever.
Hind paid the bill and the two left. Soon after, the eight men at the table also rose.
Signaling quickly, the leader of the group instructed three of his men to go into the
bathroom. The rest of them followed Alex and Hind out of the bar.
Alex and Hind walked stealthily away. They didn’t have to look back to
know that they were being followed. “Did they split up?” Hind asked, not looking
back.
“Yep, we got five on us right now. Who knows where the other three are,”
Alex replied, keenly sensing his pursuers. Hind shot him an impressive glance.
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“They probably went after your friend in the john,” he speculated. “Tell HQ
next time they pair you up with someone, make sure it’s someone who can hold his
alcohol,” he advised.
“Will make a note of it,” Alex assured him, quickly switching to the older
man’s left side and putting his arm around his shoulder before turning and walking
quickly into an alleyway.
“You think these guys know where you live?” he asked, taking a quick
glance backwards. Hearing the sound of rushing footsteps he could tell that his
pursuers knew he had marked them and were trying desperately not to let them
escape.
“Don’t think so. Haven’t seen them in the North End, but you’re right,
they’ve probably been trying to locate my operation. They just haven’t made it up
that far yet,” Hind admitted to being the target.
“Good,” Alex said, stopping and turning around while slightly pushing the
older man behind him. “Stay back,” he instructed. The older man quietly followed
his advice. The five men turned the corner to find Alex staring straight at them.
They hesitated a bit before slowly advancing towards him.
“Hey, you guys wouldn’t happen to know where I can get a nice warm bed
for the night, would you?” Alex queried while his internal energy began to rise.
Hopefully these guys would be more of a challenge than the thugs he’d faced in
Tristan. The five men each responded by opened their long dark cloaks and revealing
the concealed guns of different varieties they all carried before taking aim on him.
“You’re coming with us,” the leader of the group instructed in a commanding
voice.
“Now what?” Hind questioned looking to Alex, who shockingly raised his
hands in surrender.
“They’re the ones with the guns so I guess we’d better do what they say.”
He winked back as his keen senses suddenly detected a familiar presence nearby.
Hind’s mouth dropped in disbelief. He was about to say something just before he
caught the wink. Saying nothing, he too raised his hands and stepped backwards.
“Smart move,” the group’s leader gloated, signaling the rest of his men
forward. “Grab them and let’s get out of here. B-team should have the other one by
now,” he rationalized.
“What do you want with us?” Hind asked, feigning innocence.
“We just want to take you on a little trip. Our employer would like to meet
you,” the leader answered sinisterly.
“Tell your boss to find his own damn date! These two are already taken,” a
voice growled loudly from the shadows, totally surprising the group of spies.
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“What the fu…?” One of the spies exclaimed as he and his equally startled
comrade quickly spun to their left with weapons raised.
For a brief second, all they could see were shadows. Squinting intensely,
their eyes slowly began to make out a very large outline completely camouflaged
within the shadows. They were too late.
With blinding speed, the shadow leapt upon them and grabbed them both by
the throat with a relentless metallic grip. Using sheer brute force and speed,
the shadow slammed them both roughly through a solid brick wall on the
opposite side of the alleyway, killing them instantly. Having left the shadows, the
outline’s true image could just barely be seen as a glint of reddish-brown armor.
Completely spooked, the other men turned to face their new enemy. Raising
their weapons, they quickly opened fire. The weak bolts of red energy bounced
harmlessly off of the armor and slammed into the walls of the alley. However,
during all of the commotion, they had totally forgotten about Alex.
Refusing to let his friend have all of the fun, he quickly powered up. Once
again, red armor covered his hands, forearms, and midsection while he channeled
more energy throughout his body. Hind watched in awe as Alex vanished in a quick
flash of red light.
Teleporting himself right into the middle of the fight, Alex appeared
between two of the unsuspecting spies. Grabbing the left man’s gun with his right
hand, he simultaneously karate-chopped him in the throat with his free left hand,
completely crushing his windpipe. In the same motion he caught the second spy
directly to his right with a bone-shattering side kick to the chin which snapped his
neck and sent him flying into the opposite wall. He was the lucky one.
Turning his attention again to the stunned enemy on his left, Alex followed
the throat chop with a fierce roundhouse elbow to the side of the man’s head. He
then shot the same arm down between the man’s open legs and slammed his armorclad forearm with a fierce whipping motion into his exposed groin, completely
crushing the two delicate grapes beneath while shattering his pelvic bone in the
process.
Side-stepping to the left, he slid his left arm under and through the spy’s
right armpit, effectively hooking his shoulder before grabbing him by the hair on
the back of his head. Releasing his right hand’s hold on the gun, He viciously
delivered a rigid palm punch to the man’s face, smashing his jawbone to pieces.
As a final touch, he released his hold on the body. Channeling an immense
amount of energy into the palm on his open left hand, he waited briefly while a
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searing ball of fire formed between his fingers before forcing his arm forward and
sending the fireball into the man’s chest.
The ball exploded on impact completely frying what was left of the corpse
to a dark crisp and sending it crashing with the force of a freight train through the
alley wall. When he was finished, all that could be seen was a smoldering hole with
burnt human remains lying within. That was why they called him ‘Fire Starter’.
His dark brown eyes burned with intensity. Powering down slightly, but leaving the
protective armor in place, he once again turned his attention to the group’s leader,
who now found himself in a very sticky situation.
Thinking his chances of survival to be greater with the larger enemy to his
left after what he’d just seen Alex do, he swiftly raised his weapon and fired three
shots into his armored opponent. The shots had absolutely no effect.
Shaking his head sadly Dutch reached out and grabbed the man’s trigger
hand while it was still attached to the weapon and crushed them both until
they fused together in a bloody mess of mangled flesh and twisted metal.
The man tried to scream, but Dutch quickly covered his mouth with his free right
hand. “Name’s Dutch, that’s my friend Alex, nice to meet you,” Dutch sneered, his
eyes glowing bright blue behind the dark visor covering them.
The armor he was wearing was very impressive. It was like nothing Alex or
Hind had ever seen. The late Dr. Henri Wiltshire, as one of his final contributions to
the war against the Shi’aki many years ago had designed it. Made of state-of-theart nanotechnology, the armor allowed its wielder to ‘power-up’ into a mechanized
form that not only provided them with enhanced speed, strength and agility, but
also provided them with a high-tech arsenal of weaponry that had been built into
the armor. It also included a few other state-of-the-art options such as a protective
energy shield, limited flight capability, and chameleon camouflage, which allowed
the wearer of the suit to blend in with his surroundings for a short period of time.
That was how Dutch had gotten the drop on the spies earlier while hiding in
the shadows. The armor had been fused into Dutch’s body during his ‘birth’ many
centuries ago. Dutch was biogenetically engineered by Wiltshire to be the ultimate
warrior against the Shi’aki should they dare to return to earth after their defeat at
Zinjin’s hands.
Wiltshire died shortly after completing his work, leaving Dutch in a form
of suspended animation for the past two hundred years. It wasn’t until a great
earthquake ripped through the area once known as Greenland over thirty-five years
before that Dutch was finally woken from his slumber to start carrying out his
mission. Soon after, he was recruited by Octagon and had been working for them
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ever since. Alex was impressed. He would have never guessed his partner carried
this much potential. Maybe his father wasn’t as bad a judge of character as he
originally thought.
“Let’s play a game,” Alex began, refocusing himself as he walked towards
the crying spy. “You tell us what you know about the Shi’aki’s new weapon, and
we’ll spin a bottle to decide whether you live or not,” he finished seriously.
Dutch joined the interrogation. “Scream and I’ll rip your balls off. Got it?”
he threatened, slowly lowering his hand from the man’s mouth. The man didn’t
scream. “Talk,” Dutch instructed sharply.
“I don’t know nothing,” the man coughed.
“Wrong answer!” Alex said, briefly cracking his knuckles before punching
the man squarely in the ribs and shattering them. The man groaned in pain.
“I’m only going to ask you one more time. Where’s the Shi’aki’s new
weapon? We want to know where it is and what it is. This is your last chance,”
Dutch warned.
“I don’t know!” the man whimpered. Dutch grabbed him roughly by the
throat and hoisted him off the ground.
“That’s it!” Alex exclaimed heatedly, a scorching red ball of fire appearing
in his right palm.
He was going to blow the guys head off when Hind quickly intervened.
“Wait a sec!” he screamed, grabbing Alex’s arm. Alex glared at him. “I still have
some questions for him,” he explained.
“Fine, go ahead,” Alex permitted while powering down. The ball of fire
vanished from his hand.
Hearing a snap and a muffled cry they both turned to see Dutch’s armored
foot hovering above the spy’s left kneecap, which was now bent backwards at a
sickeningly awkward angle. “So he can’t run,” Dutch explained matter-of-factly
before releasing his hold on the man’s mouth and letting him fall to the floor. “He’s
all yours,” he remarked, walking past Hind and joining Alex.
Saying nothing more, the two powered down and sat on the alley floor while
Hind conducted his interrogation. The red armor once again left Alex’s arms and
abdomen while Dutch returned to his normal form. He was at least half a foot taller
when in battle form.
“The clothes?” He smiled noticing Alex was looking at him rather strangely.
Alex was wondering how the hell his clothes managed to survive the transformation.
“They’re part of the armor’s camouflage system as far as I can tell. Guess whoever
designed it was also fashion conscious as well,” he explained.
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“Or maybe they just didn’t want whoever was wearing it to be running
around free-ballin’ every time the effects wore off,” Alex reasoned.
“You been looking at my ass again, Sparky? Perv! The good thing is that it
automatically updates itself to keep up with the latest fashions so I never have to
shop for the latest trends. Not that we have any,” Dutch joked lightly.
“If you don’t mind me asking, exactly what the hell are you? You’re not
a mutant, that’s for sure. Did my father know about all of this?” Alex questioned,
somewhat interested in an explanation.
“The answer to question number one is; I don’t really know what I am. I just
woke up one day in a capsule of some kind in a base somewhere up north. Can’t
remember shit before that, but I seem to have a lot of information about different
stuff stored up here for some reason," Dutch said pointing to his head.
“Guess that means I’m some sort of experiment or something, but that’s all
I know. Couldn’t find any records before I left the base, just a few pages of a log
written by some guy named Wiltshire. Not too much to go on from there though,”
he replied thoughtfully. “As for question number two, of course your old man knew.
He recruited me. That’s why he paired me up with you,” he answered.
“Makes sense. Guess I owe him a ‘thanks’ when I get back home,” Alex
admitted, a little embarrassed for underestimating his partner’s abilities.
“I think finding this weapon and kicking the Shi’aki’s ass before they can
complete it will be thanks enough,” Dutch assured him.
“Damn!” Hind cursed, forcing them to turn their attention towards him.
“What’s up?” Alex asked while walking over to him. Dutch followed. An
electric smell of burnt flesh filled the air.
“Wow, what happened to him?” Dutch asked, fanning the stench away from
his nose.
“Killed himself. Electro-sonic capsule. Keep ’em in their teeth, that way all
they gotta do is bite down hard if they get caught. Very painful way to die,” Hind
told them.
“Find out anything?” Alex inquired. “Not about what we’re looking for I’m
afraid, but I found out how they got tipped off to this place. It was one of my boys
they captured. He was going to spill the beans on the whole operation before one of
the others took him out. Guess I gotta tighten my security here too,” he concluded.
“I guess it’s back to the original game plan then, capturing this Kristofferson
guy,” Alex surmised.
“Looks like our best option for now, but after what I saw a few minutes ago,
I think if anyone has a chance of pulling this off, it’s you two.” Hind smiled clearly
impressed with their abilities.
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“I think the Tin Man here and I can manage,” Alex smiled back.
“Tin Man?” Dutch fumed.
“It’s getting late and we still have a lot of planning to do. Besides, I don’t
want to be here when the authorities see the mess you two made. They might try to
make us clean it up,” Hind reasoned aloud.
“Good point, let’s bounce before someone sees us,” Dutch agreed as the trio
quickly left the scene.
Returning home, Hind casually looked around the house as though he
were searching for something. Finding nothing out of the ordinary, he returned
his attention to his companions. The group spent the rest of the night planning a
strategy to get to the general.
Hind told them that the quickest way to get to Sector 33 would be going
through a series of canyons that ran through and partially under the mountains to
the north. Since traveling by transport was still too risky at this point, they would
have to hike it.
Hind and his men knew of a secret path through the canyons that would get
them to the sector in a little under two days. It was of course dangerous, but it was
a lot faster than going over the mountains, which would take them at least three
days, if not more, by foot. His men often used this shortcut when traveling secretly
between the sectors in the north. Showing them a map, he made them memorize the
route. Deciding that they might want to get an early start the next morning, the trio
turned in for the night.
They woke up early the next morning. Hind had already prepared two
satchels of supplies for them that included everything they might need for their
journey. They left the city just before sunup and started their northward trek through
the desert.
Alex was getting tired of walking. He swore that he had never walked so
much in his life! He would never take his transport for granted again after this.
He wished he knew the area they were heading to well enough to teleport there,
but since he had never been there before, that was out of the question. The walks
didn’t seem to bother Dutch too much though; as a matter of fact, he seemed to like
them.
He found that Dutch was naturally good-natured and loved a good joke
more than anything. It would have been hard for anyone to see that beneath the
warm and friendly exterior lurked a fierce and lethal killing machine. He just didn’t
seem to be the type. Guess what’s inside really does count, Alex reasoned to himself
as they talked.
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They reached the entrance to the canyons a little after midday. They were
running a little behind schedule. Following Hind’s directions to the tee, they finally
managed to locate the shortcut he had shown them. While the rest of the canyon
was deep, descending downwards for miles, this particular route took them to a
shallow section of it where they could walk along the wall’s perimeter to get to the
other side of the huge gorge. Of course this also included a fair amount of climbing
on Alex’s part, which he didn’t mind. He liked rock climbing and since he couldn’t
teleport to places he had never been before or that he couldn’t directly see, he really
didn’t have much of a choice.
Dutch, being a little more on the lazy side would just use his suit’s ability to
fly for short distances to get to where he wanted to go. Alex had already refused his
offer ‘to be carried like luggage’ so Dutch just scouted ahead of them to make sure
their passage went undetected.
Coming out of the canyons on the other side brought them to the foot of the
mountain range where they had to search for another secret entrance. This one led
to an underground cavern that Hind and his men had discovered running directly
beneath the mountain range straight to the other side. This cavern used to be an
underground river, but now all that remained was an arid and dry cavern of dirt and
stalactites.
Surprisingly, there were many forms of wildlife in this place, including
many different varieties of snakes, bats, and other larger animals that had managed
to survive the ecological disaster caused by the Great Catastrophe. However, there
was no sign of the Shi’aki anywhere in the area. If it weren’t for the constant lack of
sunlight and the relatively small amount of overhead, this place would make good
place for a city or base, Alex thought.
Having scouted ahead of Alex, Dutch was able to find the secret exit that
Hind had shown them on the map. However, as it was getting late outside, he
decided that they should rest in the safe confines of the cavern for the night. Alex
agreed. After making a small dinner of some of the creatures they managed to catch
in the cavern, the two talked for a long while about many things. For some strange
reason, Alex felt that he could trust Dutch with just about anything. It was obvious
that they were becoming good friends. After a few hours the two finally turned in
for the night.
Several hours later they woke up and continued on their way. It took them
only a few more hours to make it out of the caverns. Using the hidden pass Hind
had shown them, they discreetly exited the cave.

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

181

Looking directly behind them Dutch saw that they were standing under one
of the tallest mountains in the chain. Apparently the river which had made the
canyons that they had traversed the night before had at one time run from one side
of the mountain chain and directly under the mountain straight to the other side, but
that was a long time ago. Dutch wondered where all of the water had gone. They
continued.
They were now in Sector 33, which like most of the sectors in this region
was mostly dry, hot desert. “More sand…” Alex grumbled aloud. The city wasn’t
too far away now. It would take them about six more hours on foot to reach it. He
was about to say something when Dutch stopped him and signaled for him to get
down. Complying quickly, Alex ducked behind a nearby boulder. A few seconds
later a group of four Shi’aki rovers stopped almost directly in front of them and
began to scan the area around them.
“Shit…” Alex swore under his breath. He was certain they would be
discovered. Looking to his left he noticed that Dutch was nowhere to be seen.
Where the hell did he go? He wondered to himself while looking for a good place
to teleport that would provide him with better cover, not that it would do him any
good.
The rovers were very high-tech battle drones that the Shi’aki used for search
and destroy missions as well as roving sentries to patrol key areas of Shi’aki interest.
They carried a vast assortment of weaponry and sensory equipment used to locate
large concentrations of humans and track them for disposal. These machines were
tough and their flight speed was remarkable for an unmanned craft, making them
much more lethal than the outdated and somewhat clumsy scavenger drones that
the Shi’aki had previously used. Alex would be hard-pressed if they spotted him
and he had to try to fight his way out. He might be able to manage one or two, but
three was out of the question, much less four.
The rovers’ sensors could pick up even the faintest human heartbeat or heat
signature from fives miles away. Also, since anything they saw was automatically
recorded and video streamed back to their base of operations in real time, should
he or Dutch be seen, the Shi’aki would instantly be notified of their presence in the
area and would probably send reinforcements.
Either way, their cover would be blown and they’d have a hell of a time
getting back into the sector, if they managed to escape at all. That’s why most of the
remaining human settlements were located in the middle of nowhere, far beyond
their travel range. That was their only major weakness.
Rovers had a limited fuel supply on their own so they were designed to rely
on energy beamed to them from the installation they were assigned to. They were
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pretty much like the old 20th century ‘remote control’ cars in this respect. This
allowed for them to travel up to approximately ten miles in any direction of their
assigned base of operations without using any of their own fuel supply. Beyond that
line, they had to rely on their own fuel, which ran out rather quickly, especially if
they became engaged in battle.
The Shi’aki didn’t want any of their new ‘toys’ to simply run out of fuel
and fall to the ground with no defenses so their human enemies could take them
somewhere and find a weakness. For this reason they built the rovers with an ‘autoreturn’ protocol that automatically recalled them back within the installation’s tenmile perimeter should they start running low on energy. They were also built with a
superior form of Shi’aki A.I. as well as a self-destruct mechanism just in case they
took heavy amounts of damage or were captured.
The rover’s primary mission beyond the installation’s perimeter was to set
up sensors and markers to detect movement or cities in the area as the installations
continued to grow and cover more land. That’s how the Shi’aki had managed to find
and destroy most of the cities that weren’t located deep into the desert.
Alex continued to wait and hold his breath, instinctively placing all of his
senses on the alert in preparation for the battle to come. He was just beginning
to wonder what was taking them so long to find him when suddenly, much to his
surprise, the machines turned around and left.
Hearing them leave, he cautiously peered around the boulder and watched
them go. Stopping briefly, the four small machines hovered in unison as their aft
boosters ignited in a bright blue flame before shooting off into the distance. After a
few minutes, Alex sat down and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. He was baffled as
to how the hell they had missed him considering he was right under their very noses
for about three whole minutes.
A movement on the ground caught his attention. Looking down to his left he
noticed that the sand on the ground seemed to be moving. He continued to watch in
amusement as the sand continued to rise and take a defining shape while changing
colors until it was back into its original form. It was Dutch.
“That suit really comes in handy,” Alex said, relaxing a bit more. “I didn’t
know where the hell you went.”
“Chameleon camouflage. Let’s me imitate almost any substance I come in
contact with, well at least look like it anyway,” Dutch said, shaking sand from his
hair and brushing his arms off.
“I was wondering how the hell you pulled that hat trick off in Rune City. I
could sense you, but I couldn’t see anything,” Alex admitted.
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“Being invisible definitely has its advantages. You should see me in the
ladies’ bathroom,” Dutch joked casually.
“Right,” Alex laughed, now fully relaxed.
“Mind telling me how you managed to keep those rovers from pulling our
punk cards even though we were right under their noses?” he asked, becoming even
more interested in his partner’s capabilities.
“Built-in jammer and sensory scrambler. Keeps them from detecting me in
close proximity. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that far out and I have to fight to
find the correct D-Code frequency they’re using almost every damn time. Real pain
in the ass and it takes a while. That’s how they managed to get so close to us this
time,” Dutch explained. “I’m surprised that it still works considering that these are
newer models.”
“Good thing it does. The last thing we need is to get into a brawl with those
bastards this close to the city,” Alex concluded.
“That’s the truth. Anyway, it’ll be getting dark soon, we should get moving,
but we’d better be extra careful and keep an eye out for sensors on the area. We’re
bound to run into a few,” Dutch warned, picking up his satchel and dusting the sand
off of it before moving forward. Alex followed suit.
Nine hours later the two finally reached their destination. They had chsen
to move much more slowly and cautiously than before since their unexpected
encounter with the rovers. As anticipated, they had come across many sensors and
markers on the way in, which they replaced with their own dummy markers. The
dummy markers were designed to copy the original marker’s broadcast frequency
and signal for a brief period of time, then loop that signal repeatedly without actually
scanning anything at all. This way the Shi’aki would think that the markers were
working correctly and scanning the area when actually all they would be getting is
a copy of pre-recorded data from the original marker. Using this method, if Alex
and Dutch found that the weapon was in indeed located in New Town, headquarters
could send their assault team through this section of the perimeter with less chance
of detection.
The sun had already set in the horizon and night was falling. Coming to a
ridge located approximately two miles away from the city, the two stopped. The
scene in front of them was almost breathtaking.
“I guess the old man wasn’t kidding when he said the place was high profile,”
Dutch whistled in awe at the grandness of the huge city in front of them.
“I guess not,” Alex agreed. The place was huge and lit up like a sparkling
Christmas tree in the middle of the desert. “Wonder how many people live there?”

184

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

he thought aloud.
“Thousands from what I’ve heard, and all of them loyal to the Shi’aki,”
Dutch reminded him.
“Which means we’re going to have to play this just right if we want to get in
and out of there in one piece,” Alex declared, looking at his comrade. Both of them
knew that this wouldn’t be an easy task.
“Time to get ready,” Dutch suggested while removing a small electronic
device from the satchel that Hind had given him. Alex complied, rolling up his left
shirtsleeve.
“Think this will work?” Dutch asked, carefully inputting a numerical code
into the device’s tiny keypad.
“Hind says it will. If his agents use this thing to get in and out of the city
with no problems, I don’t think we’ll have any trouble,” Alex reasoned.
The device was a laser tattoo marker which Hind used to make forged
registration codes for his agents who were going into Shi’aki friendly areas. The
tattoo consisted of a glyph with a laser-printed serial number inside of it that was
used to identify an individual to the Shi’aki. No one could enter these areas without
one or the Shi’aki would be on them in seconds. Since the code was automatically
read upon entering the city, they would have to tattoo themselves before they
reached the gate and just hope that the guards hadn’t run across the bodies of the
codes’ original owners, which some of Hind’s agents inside had dealt with earlier
in order to obtain them.
“What’s that?” Dutch asked curiously, noticing a very strange yet distinct
mark on Alex’s left shoulder.
“Don’t know,” Alex admitted. He’d had that mark since before he could
even remember. “I guess it’s a birthmark or maybe a scar that I got when I was kid.
Never really paid that much attention to it though,” he said thoughtfully, wondering
why Dutch had brought it to his attention.
“Really? Well, I’d say it’s appropriate considering your powers,” Dutch
stated casually upon closer examination..
“Why’s that?” Alex asked, growing more curious.
“Because it looks exactly like the Japanese symbol ‘Hi’, which means ‘fire’
in the old tongue,” Dutch explained.
“Japanese?” Alex questioned, completely unfamiliar with the term.
“A language from one of the old countries that vanished into the ocean
after the Shi’aki mother ship’s attack about three hundred years ago. Really tragic
accident, hardly any survivors at all,” Dutch filled him in. “And I don’t think this
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thing’s a birthmark or something you got accidentally. It looks like the character
was written by someone, see?” He continued turning Alex’s shoulder slightly so he
could get a better view. He pointed to the symbol and a small light began to emanate
from his fingertip, like a penlight. The symbol could now be viewed a lot better in
the darkness. “See these markings, they’re not random or sporadic. They look like
they were carefully written on you somehow,” Dutch continued his analysis.
“You mean like I was branded or something?” Alex questioned, now totally
into the mystery unraveling before him.
“No, not branded… a brand mark would leave scar tissue on the outside of
your skin. This mark looks like it was written from the inside of your arm. No burn
marks or swelling or skin trauma of any kind. Not even a laser can make a mark
like that. Not that precise, beats me how the hell they managed it though. You don’t
remember anything about it?” Dutch asked somewhat perplexed. He moved over
to Alex’s other shoulder and rolled up his sleeve. No mark. Pressing the device to
Alex’s shoulder, he began the serialization process.
Alex stood silently as a strange sense of familiarity slowly crept into his
soul. He had never known his parents. He had grown up in one of the Shi’aki’s
termination camps so he’d always assumed that they had been killed while he was
a baby. He was in that camp until he was eleven, when he managed to escape.
When he was younger, he had often wondered about the mark on his shoulder
but as he got older he’d paid it almost no attention until now. No one knew of his
powers when he was a child. Even he didn’t find out about them until he was in
his teens, which meant that whoever gave it to him already knew of the power he
possessed long before he did. There were only two people he could think of who
might have known that.
“Maybe it’s from my parents,” he contemplated.
“Done,” Dutch said, removing the device from Alex’s other shoulder and
shaking him from his deep thoughts. He had completed the serialization. “Hope this
works,” Dutch said, skeptically looking at the glyph he had just made.
“It better or we’re going to have to get the hell out of there really quick,”
Alex replied, rolling his sleeves down to cover the mark. His shoulder stung a bit as
a result of the laser’s heat. Taking the device from Dutch, he input a second series
of numbers into it and tattooed Dutch’s right shoulder as well.
“Finished. You ready to go, Tin Man?” Alex asked, completing the task and
placing the device back into their supply satchel.
“Let’s get this done,” Dutch answered, following Alex as they made their
way down the slope and towards the city gate.
The two easily made their way into the huge city using the forged identification
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glyphs. Both breathed a small sigh of relief after passing the security checkpoint.
According to the information that Hind had given them, their target’s main base of
operations was a myrillium processing plant located in the center of the city. That
was where they were headed, but they would have to use extreme caution so as not
to cause any suspicion as to their true purpose for being there.
Hind had arranged for them to meet one of his agents still operating in the
city to get more detailed information about their target. The spy was in exactly the
same place Hind had told them he would be. They hooked up with him with no
problems. Taking them to his home, he told them everything he knew about their
target.
General Kristofferson was head of the processing plant they would be going
to the next day. Having once been a general in the Shi’aki’s army, he now held a
very high status. No one knew exactly how old he was or how he had managed to
obtain such a rank in their military, although most believed it had something to do
with his engineering abilities. Dutch insisted that it required a lot of ‘on-kneesunder-table’ work, but that was debatable. What was certain was that with him
being such a high official and obviously someone the Shi’aki needed, abducting
him would not be easy.
The spy told them that the general’s home had been under surveillance
for the past few months, but that the security there was far too tight to penetrate.
Grabbing him at home was out of the question. The only other place he traveled
was to the plant to oversee the manufacturing process. He normally stayed there for
the majority of the day before returning home late in the evening.
“Yeah, he’d better be a good bitch because if anything happens at that plant,
the Shi’aki will have his ass!” Dutch surmised in disgust. At any rate, they decided
that the best plan was to try to grab him while he was at the plant. That was the
only time he was without his bodyguards. They’d have to try to sneak into the plant
tomorrow. Evening was the best time because most of the workers wouldn’t be
there to cause problems if the old man decided not to come quietly.
“Getting in to see him isn’t going to be as difficult as getting him out without
anyone seeing you, especially with his status. The Shi’aki keep special tabs on
him and he’s sure to have a tracking device planted on him somewhere,” the spy
cautioned.
“The tracking device I can deal with.” Dutch smiled, placing his hand over
the small table they were huddled around. His palm began to glow a bright blue as
a small visible pulse of electricity ran through his fingers. A scanner. “I’ll just find
the damn thing and cut it out of him before we leave.”
“Works for me,” the spy stated, clearly impressed.
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“As for getting him out of the city undetected, that’s my department,” Alex
stated, realizing his role in the kidnap plot.
“And just how are you going to do that might I ask?” Dutch questioned
with a puzzled expression. Alex suddenly became aware that he hadn’t told Dutch
about his ability to teleport. During the fight in Rune City, Dutch had been so busy
tackling the first two spies that he hadn’t noticed Alex until after he’d already killed
the other two so he had no clue Alex could teleport. Maybe it was Dutch’s time to
be impressed for a change.
“You’ll see, just trust me,” he grinned mischievously.
With their plans set, they began to make preparations. They would make
their move after the last big shift ended at the plant. A skeleton shift would take over
from there, which meant that less people would be at the plant. The spy provided
them with standard working uniforms and fake I.D. passes that he had managed to
secure for them by dispatching two of the plant’s original workers. Both of them
had only been in the city for a few days and had no family, relatives, or friends that
would really miss them, so Alex and Dutch could easily assume their identities
without anyone noticing. They decided to stay out of sight until it was time for them
to make their move.
The next evening they set out for the plant. The fake IDs proved their worth
once again. They slipped into the plant with no problems. Having memorized the
plant’s structural layout the night before, the two made their way into the ventilation
system. That was the easiest way for them to travel undetected. The space was
severely cramped and moving was slow. It was especially tough for Dutch, who
was much more bulky than Alex.
“Just like Winnie the Pooh,” Dutch grumbled to himself after carefully
working himself through a particularly tight spot.
“Winnie the who?” Alex asked curiously.
“Nothing, just keep moving,” Dutch responded shaking the image of a fat
yellow bear stuck in a honey tree from his head. Placing a small bomb on the wall
and setting the switch, he continued.
They were using the ventilation systems for two reasons. One, it was the
safest way to travel without being detected because, even though it did have a
security system running through it, Dutch could easily keep it shut down long
enough for them to move through it. Two, it was the only way they could get to
where they needed to go without security keys and access cards.
The plant was divided into many levels with seven floors above the ground
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level and nine below. The lower east wing was the myrillium refining plant, nothing
more. The lower west wing, however, was the technical research and operations
section. That was where the general’s office was located. It was there so he could
oversee the refining and production process in person because like Dutch said, if
anything happened, it was his ass.
The shaft they were now traveling in led them down all eight levels and
past the security systems until they reached the ninth sublevel. From there, all they
needed to do was travel to the west wing and grab the general in his office.
Afterwards, they would set off a few of the bombs that they had planted in
the shaft they were now traveling through and force the plant into an emergency
evacuation mode. Then they would just slip out with the rest of the crowd and Alex
would use his ‘surprise’ to get them away from the building before the general’s
guards could even figure out what happened or where he’d gone. That was the
original game plan anyway.
Reaching the lower level, the two peered cautiously through the grate they
were both hovering over. Waiting for two guards to pass and turn the corner, they
quickly opened it and dropped down from the ceiling. Alex landed silently, but
Dutch’s landing wasn’t quite as graceful.
Alex alerted Dutch to the security camera that was slowly panning his way.
Pointing his finger towards it, a small blue bolt of electricity shot out and quickly
fried the camera’s motion switch forcing it to stay facing the same position. That
would buy them more time.
Hurrying quietly down the corridor, they could see the entire myrillium
refining process. Coming to a large security door, they stopped briefly while Alex
placed another small device against the door’s keypad and waited impatiently
for it to decipher the code. Looking out of the corridor’s large shatterproof glass
windows, Dutch stared at the huge pool of red-hot molten metal ore below them.
He felt a deep pang of sorrow for any of the workers that was unfortunate enough
to fall in there. Just then the door lock clicked. The code had been deciphered. They
were in!
Moving as stealthily as possible, they made their way towards the general’s
office. Peeking around a corner, Alex turned and signaled to Dutch that there were
two guards at the entrance as well as four dog-like mechanized sentry robots and
four cameras. The guards and cameras would be no problem, but the dogs would
give them hell in close-quarter combat.
Alex had dealt with those things before many times when he was a
prisoner in the camp. They were as cruel and ruthless as their masters and although
they lacked firepower, their speed, strength and agility mixed with their razor-sharp
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fangs and claws still made for one hell of a battle when there was more than one to
contend with.
Heeding the signal, Dutch carefully stepped back. A solid halo of blue light
formed at the base of his feet and steadily began making its way upward towards
his head. As it traveled, Dutch began to transform into his battle armor right before
Alex’s eyes. Reaching the top of his head, which for some reason was left bare so
that his hair could flow freely from the top of his headgear, the halo of blue light
vanished without a trace. Once again he stood towering over Alex and fully covered
in brownish-red metal armor. His eyes glowed an eerie bluish color from below his
dark visor. Raising his gauntleted hand, he gave Alex the thumbs up to signal he
was ready. Following suit, Alex also powered up. Once again his arms and abdomen
glowed fiery red before becoming wrapped in dark red organic steel armor.
Catching a nearby energy spike on their sensors, all four of the robotic guard
dogs simultaneously pricked their ears and turned in its general direction. Sensing
movement, they growled a menacing alert to the guards behind them and prepared
to attack. Not exactly sure of what was going on but knowing the dogs wouldn’t
react this way unless it was in their program, the guards instinctively heeded the
warning and drew their weapons. Nodding to each other in approval Alex and Dutch
stormed the guards.
Turning the corner, Dutch darted from one side of the corridor to the other
while taking aim on the group of three dogs quickly heading his way with
a cannon-like weapon which had popped out of his left forearm. He fired
the weapon, releasing a bright blue electromagnetic pulse that slammed directly in
between two of the dogs, knocking them both to the side and disabling all of their
electronic parts in one shot. The blast also managed to fry all of the nearby cameras
and sensory equipment, leaving him and Alex free to move.
The leading dog had just barely managed to escape the attack by jumping at
Dutch just before he fired. The energy bolt had missed it by inches, but the pulse’s
energy had still managed to partially disable its electronic motor drive system. Still
it kept coming.
With no time to fire another blast, Dutch instinctively shielded his face with
his left arm as the dog pressed its attack. Using its razor-sharp fangs, it bit deeply
into his arm, completely penetrating the armor he was wearing, while its heavy
metallic frame slammed into him with brute force and pinned him to a wall. Dutch
gritted his teeth against the pain in his arm as the dog’s teeth sank deep into his
muscle tissue beneath the armor. His armor was strong, but even it was no match
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against raw carbominium savagery.
Carbominium was the second densest metal known to man. It had been
discovered a few years after the Great Catastrophe around the epicenter of where
the initial blast had taken place. Once the Shi’aki had discovered the substance they
immediately began to mine it and refine it. Unlike its sister element, terramantium,
which was five times denser, heavier, harder to find and even harder to process into a
usable form, the Shi’aki found that carbominium was not only much easier to handle,
but its molecular structure could also be replicated and synthetically reproduced in
large quantities. That was what most of their weapons and establishments were
made up of now.
Dutch’s armor had probably been designed long before the discovery of that
substance, which currently left him at a slight disadvantage in the armor department.
Taking a quick glance to his left, he noticed that Alex was nowhere to be found.
“So much for assistance,” he muttered to himself. But what he lacked in the armor
department, he more than made up for in others, especially weapons.
Meanwhile, Alex was tasked with taking out the remaining guards. In a
flash of light, he teleported directly above one of the unsuspecting guard’s heads as
they both prepared to fire at Dutch, who was currently being manhandled by one of
the big dogs. The other was on its way to assist. Alex came out of his teleport in a
neat front somersault and brought the heel of his outstretched left foot down heavily
on the first guard’s head, completely crushing the top half of his spinal column. The
guard’s body fell to the floor in a heap.
Before the other guard could react, Alex grabbed the muzzle of his gun and
caught him with a heavy left cross to his temple before shooting his right palm into
the base of the guard’s chin. Following the palm punch through, he continued to
slide his arm around the man’s neck and pivoted behind his body before sliding
his free left arm under the man’s left shoulder and hooking him in a reverse choke
hold from behind. Using his leverage, he dropped to one knee and broke the man’s
neck.
Having sensed the commotion behind it, the other dog quickly turned on
him and attacked. Flinging the dead man’s body to the side, Alex stood and caught
the leaping hound with a lightning fast left cross and right uppercut combo to its
face before spinning to his right and delivering a hard back roundhouse kick to its
exposed midsection which sent it crashing into the opposite wall. The dog recovered
and attacked again.
Channeling his ki into his open left palm and forming a fireball of energy,
Alex waited. The dog charged him with its mouth wide open, exactly as he had
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expected. He shoved his arm straight down the dog’s throat and released the
fireball’s intense energy within, completely frying its internal electrical systems.
The body crumpled to the floor as a stench of fried circuitry filled the air.
Alex removed his arm from the dead dog’s mouth and looked at the red
armor covering it. Inspecting it closely he noticed that there were only minor
scratches on the surface, all of which began to instantly disappear as the armor used
his internal energy to repair itself. This was yet another mystery he had yet to solve
about himself. Looking at Dutch, he realized that he was still tied with the other
dog. He rushed to assist.
The metallic hound continued to chew its way into Dutch’s arm while
slashing fiercely at his chest with its long claws. Having had enough, Dutch released
his hold on the hound with his right hand while another cannon-shaped object took
shape on his right forearm. Placing it to the hound’s stomach, he fired a blast of
energy straight into it. The hound released its hold on his arm and fell to the floor,
trying to shake off the electromagnetic pulse.
Alex could tell that this dog was a newer model than the first two that
had attacked. Those two were marked with green. This one and the one he had
just defeated had red markers on them. He suspected that these models probably
had a built-in energy buffer that made them more resistant to Dutch’s E.M. pulse
attacks.
Deciding not to give the canine enough time to recover, Dutch removed
an odd-shaped weapon from his back and clicked a small switch on it. The object
extended into a seven-foot metal spear. Leaping in the air Dutch quickly spotted
a weak spot between the hound’s armored head and back. With the skill of an
expert marksman, he flung the spear and sent it speeding straight through the top
of the dog’s neck, pinning it to the floor. This he followed up with a double blast of
electromagnetic energy from both of the cannons on his arms, which fried the rest
of the hound’s internal electrical systems. The body stopped moving and slumped
forward onto its front knees.
“Bitch,” Dutch swore, landing on the floor and forcefully removing
his spear from the dog’s neck before kicking it over on its side in disgust.
“You ok?” Alex asked, looking at the series of deep gashes on
Dutch’s arm and chest. Blood was beginning to flow from the wounds on his arm.
“I’ll be fine, this suit’s got a self-repair system that will kick in a lot faster
once I’m powered down. Until then I’ll just have to tough it out,” Dutch assured
him. He was wondering exactly how much noise they had made during the fight.
Surely it was enough to alert anyone inside of that office to that something serious
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was going down outside.
“So much for the element of surprise,” Alex said, mirroring his thoughts.
“Step back,” he instructed as two large fireballs formed in each of his hands.
Flinging his arms forward, he released both of the super-high-impact projectiles
into the door, causing it to explode inwards and leaving a smoldering hole where it
used to stand. The two quickly made their way inside of the office where General
Kristofferson himself sat waiting.
Having heard the commotion outside he knew that something wasn’t right.
He was waiting for his guards to return to give him a report on the disturbance when
Alex and Dutch burst into the room. The general slowly spun around in his very
comfortable chair to face them.
“So, mind telling me what that was all about?” he started, but then he
noticed that the two men standing in front of him were not his guards. “And who
the hell might you be? How’d you get in here?” he exclaimed, almost jumping from
his chair.
“Oops! Guess we forgot our hall passes. The principal looks pretty pissed,”
Dutch joked wryly as they moved closer to the older man.
“Let’s cut the small talk and get down to business, shall we?” Alex interceded.
“You’re coming with us, gramps. You can either come quietly or we can break your
legs, gag you, and drag your happy ass out of here. Which is it going to be?” he
threatened with a smile. The old man didn’t look like he was in a position to cause
them too many problems. This might actually prove to be easier than he thought
after all.
The old man just stared at them both briefly before reclining back in his
chair and laughing. “You two amuse me,” he said, removing a long cigar from its
case and lighting it in front of them.
“Really? And why’s that?” Alex asked, a sense of caution suddenly creeping
up on him.
“Because I’ve never met two young men so eager to die,” the old man glared
back at him. Alex could tell he was hiding something.
“Broken legs it is,” Dutch threatened menacingly while moving to secure
the general.
The older man once again laughed, completely unmoved by the display of
bravado. “How about I introduce you to a personal friend of mine,” the Kristofferson
invited, tapping a red button on the arm of his chair. “Raijin,” he called, leaning
over to the invisible microphone located in the chair’s headrest.
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Hearing a noise to their right side, Alex and Dutch both turned to see a
sliding door slowly opening up in the corner of the room. Behind it stood a man in
battle armor. In his right hand was a long sword-shaped object. Another foreignshaped object was strapped to his left thigh. Raising his head, the bodyguard slowly
met their gaze.
“Raijin,” Alex whispered to himself.
“You know this guy?” Dutch questioned, not taking his eyes off the man.
“Bounty hunter, one of Octagon’s most wanted,” Alex filled him in. “Been
missing for a while. I was wondering where he’d gone,” Alex said, recalling a
previous run in with this particular criminal in which Alex had failed to capture
him. “You ready for another ass-whoopin’?” Alex taunted.
“Not this time, Fire Starter. You and your boys got lucky last time. You
won’t find me so easy this time!” the armored man swore, coldly fixing his eyes on
Alex. This was getting personal really quickly.
“Well, I see that you two know each other. That’s good. Now if you’ll excuse
me, I have other business to attend to. Raijin, take your time picking them apart…
And do try not to make that much of a mess this time,” the old man smiled.
“Just leave everything to me,” Raijin replied, still meeting Alex’s gaze.
“And just where the hell do you think you’re going? We’re not finished
with you yet!” Dutch growled angrily, starting towards the old man before hearing
Alex’s warning.
Spinning around he watched as Raijin snatched up his sword-shaped weapon
with his right hand and placed the blade flat side down on his left forearm. There
was an odd-shaped hole located in the center of it. Gunblade. Pulling the trigger,
Raijin released a large bolt of red energy at him.
Dutch instinctively crossed his arms in front of himself while charging up
his built in deflector shield, which created a ball of transparent blue energy
around his entire body. The blast impacted and bounced off the shield before
continuing and punching a hole in the wall. His shields weakened by eighty-five
percent.
He was still recovering from the blast when Raijin fired again. The red bolt
of energy sped towards him. Alex tackled him out of the way just seconds before
the blast impacted. It missed them both by mere inches.
“You ok, Tin Man?” Alex asked, picking himself up off the floor.
“Yeah, guess next time I’d better just get the hell out of the wa… Look out!”
Dutch shouted as Raijin appeared behind Alex with undefined speed and brought
the huge-bladed weapon down on top of him. Pushing Dutch out of the way, Alex
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rolled to his left. He just barely missed having his head cut from his body. Dutch
rolled to his feet just in time to block a heavy middle slash aimed at his right side
with his spear before receiving a hard flying sidekick to his face that sent him
sprawling across the floor.
Alex recovered and prepared to attack. Raijin quickly turned on him while
reaching into the pouch on his left thigh and pulling out a small stick-shaped
object. Flicking the switch, he whipped the odd-shaped weapon out to the side.
With a crackling sound, a nine-foot coil of reddish energy sprang from the weapon
revealing a long plasma whip. The coil of swirling energy lashed out at Alex and
slashed him across his right arm leaving an electric singing sensation. Swinging the
coil around his head in a long arc, Raijin flung the coil with a sharp cracking sound
towards Alex.
Raising his arm just in time, Alex managed to block the attack as the whip
coiled itself around the red armor on his arms. Raijin pulled the line taught and
brought his gunblade to eye level with the blade pointed towards his opponent.
He was trying to pull Alex into the end of it while his gunblade’s energy cells
recharged, but Alex stubbornly held his ground.
“This is great! I’d love to stay and watch, but I think this room is getting a
little too crowded for my tastes,” the general said, finally growing bored with the
fight. Raijin was good, but he knew that there was no way he could beat both of
his enemies. It was only a matter of time before they regrouped and overcame him.
Hopefully Raijin could buy him enough time to escape. Tapping another button on
his chair he waited while the floor below him opened up. The chair quickly locked
in place and began too descend beneath the floor.
“Gramps is getting away!” Dutch called, getting to his feet and charging the
old man once again. He was too late. The chair completely vanished beneath the
floor and a thick metal door slammed shut behind it.
“Go after him, I’ll deal with this bastard!” Alex instructed, still resisting
Raijin’s pull.
“Right!” Dutch said, dropping to one knee and stabbing the end of his spear
into the door’s crack while straining with all of his might to wedge it open.
“Oh no you don’t!” Raijin growled, once again aiming the gunblade at
Dutch’s back. His energy cells had completely recharged for another blast. He
released a deadly bolt of energy which Dutch just barely managed to dodge.
“That does it!” Alex screamed, now complexly pissed. Jerking the whip with
all of his strength, he pulled Raijin directly into him; the man stumbled forward,
having been caught off balance. Alex quickly punched him in the face with his left
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hand and caught him with an inverted heel stomp to his leading right knee, forcing
Raijin to a kneeling position on the floor. This he followed with a heavy backhand
to the man’s face. Raijin growled in pain and quickly slashed at Alex with the
gunblade in his left hand. The blade passed swiftly in front of him, but Alex was
nowhere to be found.
Teleporting to the downed man’s back side, Alex stooped and delivered a
smashing elbow to the back of his head behind his left temple before standing and
catching him with a ferocious round kick to the unprotected right side of his face
which made him drop his gunblade and sent him sliding across the floor.
Rolling to his feet, Raijin once again prepared to attack with his whip. This
time he was stopped cold by Dutch, who out of nowhere fired a bolt of energy into
him, knocking him even farther backwards and slamming him into a wall. Raijin
screamed in pain as his right shoulder was pierced by Dutch’s spear, which he had
thrown after the blast to pin him against the wall. Raijin dropped the whip and
slumped to the floor. This fight was over. Dutch and Alex walked towards him.
Raijin groaned at the intense pain in his shoulder as Alex lifted him to his
feet. With the plant’s security alarm now blaring in the background due to
Raijin’s first deflected projectile attack, they didn’t have time to be gentle
with him. “Where does that shaft lead? How do you get the door open? Talk!” Alex
yelled shaking him roughly.
“Go fuck yourself!” Raijin coughed defiantly.
Dutch and Alex both shot each other a very annoyed glance before rearing
back with their opposite hands and punching him squarely in the face, sending him
flying through the shatterproof glass window of the general’s office. There was a
terrified scream as Raijin plummeted sixty feet and fell into the vat of super hot
myrillium below. That was the end of him, but Alex and Dutch’s problems were just
beginning. They didn’t have a lot of time before the plant’s security force arrived.
“To hell with this! Dutch, get that door open!” Alex called, running to the
shaft the general had used to escape.
“I already tried to pry it open, but it’s too thick,” Dutch explained, raising
his spear to try again.
“Screw it,” Alex said pushing him backwards and releasing a fiery ball of
energy into it with his right hand. The hatch blew open.
“You like doing that, don’t you?” Dutch remarked.
“Come on! Gramps is getting away!” Alex cried, grabbing his comrade’s
arm and jumping into darkness of the shaft.
The shaft led them further underground and through a maze of turns and
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intersections that led them to small door. Alex was about to blow it open when
Dutch stopped him.
“Allow me, we don’t want to just go barging in there like before. No telling
what other surprises he’s got in store for us,” he cautioned, standing to one side of
the door. Alex followed suit and stood on the door’s opposite side. Placing his palm
above the door’s keypad and sending a jolt of electricity into it, he fried the locking
system. The door locks disengaged and the doors slid open.
“Why the hell didn’t you do that before?” Alex asked, referring to the first
set of doors he’d blown open in front of the general’s office.
“You didn’t give me enough time. Mr. ‘Stand back, I’ll handle this’,” Dutch
replied matter-of-factly. “Besides, I didn’t want to trip the security alarm. So much
for that idea, huh?” he smiled. Alex just shook his head.
Peering around the door’s edge, Dutch checked to see if the coast was clear
before signaling to Alex that it was ok to move. The two made their way into the
tiny room. It was filled with many types of advanced computer equipment.
They were scanning the area for the general when Alex spotted him. The
old man was busy at one of the terminals. He seemed to be in quite a rush. The
computer made a quick beep, signaling that it had completed its task. The general
removed the computer’s hard disk and stuffed it into his trouser pocket. Having got
what he needed, he quickly grabbed a nearby plasma rifle and shot the computer
numerous times. Sparks and parts littered the floor as the machine was blown to
bits.
This completed, the old man turned and made his way across the room.
Ahead of him was a speeder accompanied by six escort drones. Pressing a button
on the small remote control he held in his other hand, Alex watched as two hangar
doors in front of the speeder began to slowly open. Suddenly, the speeder’s onboard
auto-piloting system kicked in and the speeder’s engine roared to life. So that was
how he was planning to escape.
Alex was willing to bet that whatever he’d taken time to grab from the
computer before leaving had to be pretty damn important if he would risk getting
caught for it. It had to be what they were looking for.
“Thought you were going to escape, huh? Not on my watch!” Alex swore to
himself, charging up a fireball and slinging it at the speeder. The projectile slammed
into the speeder and blew it to dust. The old man staggered and shielded his face
from the explosion. For a brief moment, he stood there with a bewildered look on
his face. However, bewilderment quickly turned into anger as he turned around to
face Alex. Dutch, having heard the commotion, quickly came to join them.
“Hey, gramps, did you miss us?” Dutch taunted, making his way towards
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the old man. He was about to continue the joke when he noticed that Alex hadn’t
moved. He wasn’t laughing either. It took him a while to catch the full gravity of
their current situation. He almost caught it too late.
Looking at the general’s hand he noticed that the old man still held the
remote control that he’d used to open the hangar door and activate the speeder’s
autopilot system. The general glared at them with a wicked smile before pressing
two buttons on the small device.
“Uh oh!” Dutch gasped as the six escort drones parked by the destroyed
speeder sprung to life. The drones hovered briefly while their weapons and
navigations systems finished coming online before quickly revolving 180 degrees
to face them. They were waiting for the general’s command.
“Dust ’em!” the old man commanded, pointing towards his enemies. The
drones quickly locked on to their new targets and bolted towards them. Diving
for cover, Alex just barely managed to avoid a bright green stream of laser fire.
Rolling to his feet, he nimbly dodged another strafe as the boxes and crates he had
previously been hiding behind were obliterated by the drones.
Why does this always happen to me? he wondered to himself, continuing to
dodge laser fire. Dutch wasn’t having much better luck. Not being as quick on his
feet as Alex was, he was surrounded by five of the drones and using his deflector
shield to block their attacks. His shields were already weakened from the previous
battle with Raijin. Alex didn’t know how much longer he could hold out.
The general watched in amusement while the drones continued their assault.
He had planned to take the coded hard drive from the facility’s supercomputer and
escape to another location using the speeder that Alex had just destroyed. However,
since that was no longer an option, he needed time to formulate another plan.
Hopefully, the drones would buy him the time he needed.
Alex continued to dodge the drone that was pursuing him. The escort
drones were very small and very agile. The weapons they carried weren’t the most
sophisticated, but they would easily tear a land cruiser or small ship to bits. Their
speed and small size was what made them so lethal because they were very hard
to hit. Alex was in even deeper trouble because unlike most ships or rovers, which
were somewhat bulky and clumsy in small, enclosed spaces, the escort drones were
small and agile enough to follow him anywhere.
Ducking behind some more crates Alex turned the corner and found a wall
directly in front of him. “Wrong turn!” he noted to himself, spinning around only a
little too late. The escort drone was on him in seconds. He crossed his arms in front
of his face while the drone unleashed a flurry of bright green laser fire on him. He
blocked the blasts with his armored hands, but the impact blew him backwards and
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sent him crashing into a large pile of crates and boxes used for storage. The drone
continued to fire on him.
Recovering quickly, Alex was in the process of standing when his hand
stumbled across a long metal rod that had been stored in one of the crates he had
fallen through. Snatching it up, he teleported directly above the drone in midair.
Falling with gravity, he screamed fiercely while plunging the long metal rod
through the top of the drone’s unarmored body with both hands and slammed it to
the floor before quickly leaping away from it as it exploded. He sighed in relief.
Remembering Dutch, he snatched up another rod and started heading his way.
Dutch was still in the same position he was before. His shields were steadily
failing as the other five drones continued to pound them. He was in the process of
charging up an attack; he just hoped his shields would hold up long enough for him
to get it off. Just then one of the drones fell to the ground and exploded, impaled by
a large metal rod. The other drones briefly turned their attention away from Dutch
to face Alex, who was standing nearby with a mischievous grin on his face.
“Bull’s-eye!” he gloated to himself, charging up another fireball in his left
hand and throwing it at one of the other drones, which quickly dodged it. The
fireball slammed into the wall and blew a thirteen-inch hole through it. The drones
seemed not to notice and opened fire on him. Flipping backwards Alex avoided the
blasts, but the drones started after him.
Dutch smiled as the diversion took effect and distracted the drones just long
enough for him to unleash his attack. Dropping his shields, he quickly uncrossed
his arms and released a menacing roar as the air around him turned static and
hundreds of energy bolts shot from his armored body and into the four remaining
drones, completely destroying them. The general watched the spectacle with sheer
annoyance. These two were definitely going to be a problem for him.
“You ok, Tin Man?” Alex asked, approaching his comrade. He could tell
that the previous attack had left him somewhat drained.
“Yeah, fine,” Dutch assured him, standing erect and sighing heavily. That
particular attack had been patterned after the one Zinjin had used to destroy most of
the Shi’aki fleet during the Battle of Ephinox, which Dutch’s creator, Dr. Wiltshire,
had witnessed from live video feed. It was a powerful attack, but left his energy
reserves somewhat depleted after its usage. His energy was slowly beginning to
return. Alex looked at him with a hint of concern. “I’m good.” Dutch assured him
once again. Alex once again turned to face the old man.
“I’ve had enough of you for one day, old man. Give us that damn hard
drive or your ass is toast!” Alex warned, clenching his teeth in anger. His patience
was completely gone now; he wanted to end this quickly and return back to Rune
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City. Something still didn’t feel quite right about all of this. He looked the old man
squarely in the eye. The general met his gaze.
“You’ve impressed me, boy. You managed to beat Raijin. He was one of my
best bodyguards, a little too impulsive for my tastes though. But I guess I can’t rely
on a lackey like him to take care of everything for me. Looks like I’ll have to deal
with you myself,” Kristofferson reasoned aloud.
“You don’t really think you can take the two of us, do you? Give me the
disk and I promise I’ll kill you quickly!” Alex growled impatiently as his anger
increased. The general laughed at him.
“Boy, you have no idea who you are dealing with. Do you really think
that I could have become a Shi’aki Elite without having a few tricks of my own
to deal with insolent little pups like you? You are NOTHING compared to me!”
Kristofferson snarled as his voice instantly deepened and became bolder and more
commanding. Standing erect, he casually tossed the remote control to the floor and
raised his left hand in front of his face. His eyes suddenly began to change from
dark brown to bright green.
“Careful, Alex… Something’s not right. I can feel it,” Dutch warned, slowly
removing the spear from his back and extending it. Alex looked at him briefly
before turning his attention back to the old man.
“Good observation, but you’re too late. You boys really should have stayed
home today. But since you both seem so eager to throw your lives away, I guess
I’m obligated to take them. Now you’re going to see the full power of the Shi’aki
Elite!” Kristofferson roared, flinging his left hand out to the side. A wave of energy
swept over Alex and Dutch as the general psionically charged his ki.
Crouching forward, the old man concentrated and strained intensely as his
body mass began to increase and his muscle tissue slowly began to pop out of his
skin in the form of traditional Shi’aki body armor. His nails and teeth began to grow
and the bones of his ribcage, forearms, and shins began to extend and pop out in the
form of armor and blades. The bones of his shoulder blades extended from his skin
and continued to grow, taking the shape of long dragon-like wings as a very long
and odd-shaped object began to form in the center of his back.
“Holy fuck, he’s a hybrid!” Dutch exclaimed, completely stricken by the
old man’s transformation. Although no one could be really sure, it was believed that
the hybrid were a race of people born by the union of Shi’aki and human blood.
It was believed that some of the Shi’aki had once taken human mates although
their laws strictly forbade it. The offspring of these couples of course had both
human and Shi’aki blood running through their veins and therefore possessed the
characteristics of both races.
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While not as nearly as strong or psychologically powerful as their fullblooded Shi’aki brethren and having a much more limited life-span than most
Shi’aki due to their human weaknesses, hybrids were extremely powerful and had
the advantage of being able to assume a completely human form when not in battle
mode.
Not good! Alex thought to himself, realizing exactly what they were up
against. If the general were allowed to finish his transformation, they would both
be in deep trouble. “Take him out now!” he cried to Dutch, shaking him from his
trance while he charging two fireballs and rushing the general, who was still in the
process of transforming. Recovering from his shock, Dutch tightened the grip on
his spear and followed suit. Jumping into the air, Alex released one of the fireballs
at the general but he was too late.
Having completed his transformation, Kristofferson reached behind him
and grabbed the odd-shaped object protruding from his back and pulled it
from his skin. Dark green blood spurted from the self-inflicted wound as
it slowly began to close itself. In his hand, the general now held a long eight-foot
battle lance. His transformation was reminiscent of a legendary dragoon warrior.
His eyes glowed a sinister dark greenish color.
Noticing a flash above him, the general looked up just in time to see Alex’s
fireball speeding towards him. Using the lance, he successfully blocked the attack.
Alex was still in the air. Aiming towards the younger man’s exposed midsection, the
general stabbed the lance towards him. Sensing danger, Alex instinctively teleported
to the general’s right side and landed in a crouching position while quickly releasing
his other fireball at the general’s back.
With blinding speed, the general turned on him and blocked the second
attack with a horizontal slash before spinning 360 degrees to his left and bringing
the lance right down on top of him with a heavy overhead swing. Alex rolled to his
right and got to his feet just in time to receive a fierce slash across his unprotected
chest from the general’s clawed left hand. The blow knocked the wind out of him
and sent him flying into some crates.
Seeing an opening, Dutch attacked the general with his spear. Dodging
backwards, Kristofferson managed to avoid the point of the deadly shaft, which
missed his throat by inches. Swinging the weapon above his head, Dutch brought
it down diagonally on the general’s head. Kristofferson blocked the blow with his
lance before attacking Dutch.
There was a fierce exchange of spear and lance techniques as both Dutch
and the general went head-to-head with each other. Meanwhile Alex was still in the
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process of recovering from the previous attack. He was still out of breath and blood
flowed freely down his chest from the open slashes the general had left. It hurt like
hell.
Looking at the armor on his right forearm, he noticed that it too had deep
slash marks in it from where he had unsuccessfully tried to block the attack. The
attack hadn’t completely broken through the armor, but it would take some time to
repair itself. He didn’t know if it could take another attack like that. If the attack had
been aimed at his midsection, it could have disemboweled him. He’d have to be a
lot more careful. Looking on, he watched Dutch and the general exchang blows.
Blocking one of the general’s stabs, Dutch rolled his spear and forced the
tip of his enemy’s weapon downwards before catching him with a hard back-kick
to his armored ribcage. The general stumbled backwards slightly. Using this to his
advantage, Dutch nimbly twirled the spear above his head and swung the end of it
towards his enemy’s neck while slyly twisting the handle. Two compartments at the
end of the shaft opened up and a large fourteen-inch double-bladed halberd head
popped out of it. A small six-inch blade popped out of the opposite end of the shaft,
which Dutch was holding. The halberd blades sped toward the general’s neck.
Unable to bring his lance up in time to deflect the blow, the general used his
bladed right forearm to block the attack. The halberd blade collided painfully with
the bones in his arm. Using his blocking arm, the general grabbed the halberd’s
shaft and pulled Dutch into him while punching him in the face with the butt of
his lance. Releasing the halberd, he grabbed Dutch by the throat with his right
hand. His claws dug deep into Dutch’s armor as he struggled to break free. Lifting
him completely off the ground with one arm, the general forcefully body-slammed
Dutch headfirst into the floor below.
Just then a fireball slammed into his right shoulder. Kristofferson howled
in pain as the heat of the flame burned its way deep into his body. He dropped
Dutch and turned around just in time to receive a crushing cyclone kick to his face.
A quick barrage of chained hand techniques followed this as Alex continued to
pummel him mercilessly. The armor on his hands seemed to burn red with intense
heat as he released blow after blow into the general’s body.
Seeing an opening, Kristofferson slashed at Alex with his left forearm blade.
Alex blocked the blow with his right forearm and screamed in pain as the general’s
blade bit deep into the armor on his arm and pierced his skin. Using this to his
advantage, the general slashed him across his shoulder, leaving huge gashes across
the symbol on his left shoulder and forcing him down to one knee before catching
him with a hard round kick to the face which sent his body twirling in the air and
crashing to the floor below.
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Alex rolled to his feet just in time to catch a heavy horizontal slash to his
midsection from the general’s lance. Luckily the blow caught him in his armorprotected midsection. The force of the attack sent him flying backwards into the
wall, but he forced himself to recover.
Kristofferson was on him in seconds. He charged in and tried to run Alex
through with the pointed end of his weapon. Dropping below the weapon, Alex
swiftly punched the general in his leading knee with his left hand while charging
a fireball in his right hand before slamming it full force into the left side of the
general’s face.
Kristofferson howled in pain as the right side of his face was burned to a
crisp along with his left eye. Using his good right eye, the general dropped his lance
and reached for Alex, who forward rolled to his right while bringing his back foot
up and catching the general with a stiff rolling heel kick to the face while charging
another fireball.
Kristofferson staggered backwards from the force of the previous attack
before springing into the air just in time to avoid being hit by a second fireball.
Using his wings to fly, he propelled himself backwards through the air as Alex
released four more fireballs at him.
Fully extending his wings, the general waited until the bones inside of them
grew outwards before breaking them off at the tips forming twenty-four razor-sharp
throwing blades. In a sweeping motion, he forcefully closed his wings in front of
him, flinging the knife-like projectiles at Alex, who nimbly back flipped out of
harm’s way before twisting his body and catching the last one with his right hand.
With a quick whipping motion Alex flung the blade back at his opponent.
The blade pierced the general’s exposed stomach. He was trying to wrench
the projectile from his intestines when he suddenly felt something grasp him from
behind. It was Dutch. Catching the general in a full nelson hold, Dutch, using his
ability to fly, propelled himself and the general straight up towards the ceiling before
stopping briefly.
“Though that ‘slam me by the face’ bit was pretty funny, didn’t you? Well,
now it’s my turn. Kiss your ass good-bye!” he declared angrily, flipping backwards
and propelling himself and his captor vertically down towards the floor in a quick
spiraling motion. The general roared in terror as he realized what was about to
happen. He struggled to break free, but Dutch wasn’t having it. Alex watched in
alarm while Dutch pile-drove the general headfirst into the hard metal floor below.
There was a sickening bone crushing sound as the general’s neck snapped on
impact.
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Wow! Gotta remember that one, Alex thought to himself slowly limping
to where the two had landed. His body was hurting and he was bleeding
everywhere from his multiple wounds. It would take him a few days to
fully recover from his injuries. Nearing the newly made hole in the floor from
Dutch’s previous attack, Alex watched in relief as his comrade stood up shaking
his head.
“You ok?” Alex asked while Dutch gingerly crawled out of the gaping hole
he’d made in the metal.
“Yeah, I think so. A lot better than him anyway,” he smiled nodding towards
the hole in which the general lay. Walking towards it, Alex peered inside and
noticed that the general’s neck was grossly twisted at a very awkward angle.
“Ouch. That had to hurt,” he said, noticing that the general’s chest was still
moving. “Still alive I see,” he noted aloud.
“Yeah, but not for long.” Dutch replied.
“You got the hard-drive?” Alex inquired, looking at Dutch, who held the
disk up triumphantly.
“You think this is what we’re looking for?” he asked thoughtfully.
“For all this trouble, it better be. Of course I would ask him, but that’s a little
out of the question now,” he said looking back at the general. “Anyway, I guess
we’d better get out of here before reinforcements arrive.”
“And how do you propose we do that? I don’t know about you, but I’m a
bit tapped for energy. I don’t even want to think about fighting our way out of this
place!” Dutch groaned. It was true; they were both a little worse for the wear. There
was no way they could hope to fight their way past all of the security. Fortunately,
they wouldn’t have to. Although he was exhausted, Alex still had enough energy to
teleport them out of the city.
“Relax, we won’t have to. I can teleport us out of here. But before that, just
one more matter to attend to,” Alex stated once again turning his attention to the
general, who was still lying paralyzed in the hole.
“You put up a really good fight. Too bad it had to end this way,” he admitted
thoughtfully, charging up fireball. Aiming it at the general’s head, he released it
before turning around and leaving the scene. There was a long series of screams
before all suddenly went quiet. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air.
“Come on, let’s go,” Alex said, helping Dutch up to his feet. Placing the
disk in his uniform’s breast pocket he concentrated briefly and focused on a far
point just beyond the city gate that would take them out of harm’s way. Having
found what he was looking for, he closed his eyes and released his energy, making
he and Dutch vanished in a flash of light.

CHAPTER 6
Ambush

It was mid-evening when the two finally made it out of the city. The battle
with Kristofferson had left them both exhausted. Alex had successfully managed
to teleport them past the city gates and back to where they placed their last set of
dummy markers on their way to the city. That would provide them with a little more
protection as they made their way out of the sector and back to Rune City. In the
distance, they could hear New Town’s security alarm blaring.
They watched from a safe distance while the gates closed and the entire
place was locked down tight as a drum. It looked as though someone had found the
general. They’d made it out just in time, but it wouldn’t take the city officials long
to recall the city’s rovers and start executing a sweep of the surrounding area to look
for them. They needed to be gone long before then.
Alex was beat. While his ability to teleport did provide him with a distinct
advantage in a fight, the constant use of it often left him drained afterwards.
Although he could teleport to places he could recall from memory, teleporting great
distances required a lot of energy and mental focus. It required even more when
he was carrying an extra person or object. He tried not to use his ability that much
because he knew that it would leave him weakened, but this day had definitely
forced him to push himself past his limit.
Dutch wasn’t doing any better. He wanted to power down to give himself
time to heal but thought better of it while they were still in the sector. He would wait
until they reached the canyons again before he took that risk.
The trip back to the canyons was long and slow. They were both extremely
tired and had to use caution in making their way through the desert. They made sure
to stay between the dummy markers they had set so as not to attract any rovers to
their movement.
They made it back to the canyons thirteen hours later and rested there for
the night. They were both so tired that they slept until late afternoon the next day
before grudgingly continuing on their way. It would still take them a while to make
it through the canyons and back to Sector 32, but they were both beginning to feel
a lot better now that they had rested. Their energy was slowly beginning to return.
Looking down at his chest, Alex noticed that the slashes the general had
given him were already starting to heal. One of the many advantages of being
a mutant; his metabolism allowed for him to heal quickly. Dutch’s wounds also
seemed to be healing quite nicely now that he wasn’t wearing his battle armor. They
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would both be fine in a few days once they made it back to Rune City and got to rest
a little bit more.
Reaching the gorge that he’d been forced to climb through before on their
way to Sector 33, Alex once again refused Dutch’s offer of being carried across.
But then again, there was no way in hell that he intended on climbing his way back
through that thing again. This time he just opted to teleport his way across the
ravine. It would save him a lot of time and effort. Doing so, he quickly made it to
the other side and waited patiently for Dutch to catch up to him before continuing
on their way. Exiting the canyons a few hours later the two continued to make their
way back into Sector 32. Needless to say, they were both more than a little relieved
to be back in friendly territory.
They made it back to the city around midnight the next day. Having removed
the ID tattoos that they had used to get into New Town the night before while they
were in the canyons, they easily made their way back into the city. The streets were
particularly empty at this time of the night so they ran into no trouble on their way
to Hind’s house.
Reaching the residence, they could see that most of the lights were out
except a few. They wondered if the old man was sleeping. Feeling a little guilty
about bothering him at this time of the night, Dutch reluctantly knocked on the door
six times as instructed before. A few minutes later, the door cracked opened and the
old man peeked out at them.
“Just a sec,” he beamed gleefully. He closed the door and released the locks
on the inside of it before opening it fully. “Get in here!” he whispered quickly,
hurrying them inside and shutting the door. In his left hand was a small disruptor
cannon. It seemed as though he had been expecting some unfriendly company.
“Thought you might be more spies. Just being careful,” the old man smiled,
placing the gun down on the table and relaxing a bit.
“I hadn’t heard anything from you in so long. I thought you’d both bought
it out there,” Hind admitted, signaling for them to both sit. He could tell they were
both very tired.
“Us? No way,” Dutch replied as cheerfully as his tired voice would permit.
Alex nodded in agreement. It would take more than an old guy in a flashy Halloween
costume to take them out.
“So how’d it go? Where’s Kristofferson?” Hind asked, noticing that they
were short one person. Their target was missing.
“Killed him,” Alex reported matter-of-factly.
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“You what?” Hind exclaimed in alarm. They were supposed to bring the
old general back to Rune City for interrogation about the Shi’aki’s new weapon.
“Why?” Hind inquired, clearly worried at this unexpected turn of events.
“Why didn’t you tell us he was a hybrid?” Alex responded levelly while
skipping the man’s previous question. For some reason he had a feeling that Hind
had intentionally kept this information from them during their mission briefing.
“Didn’t know actually, at least not for sure. But I always did kind of suspect
it but could never confirm,” Hind admitted, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Guess
that explains how he got his position.”
“Yeah, well thanks for letting us know. We almost got our asses kicked!”
Alex snapped loudly.
“Hey, I only gave you what you needed to know at the time. Too much
information can be just as bad as not enough. Didn’t want to make you nervous,”
Hind coolly replied.
“Well you could have said something,” Alex pouted, settling back into his
chair. “But at any rate he’s dead now so I don’t think he’ll be causing us any more
problems,” he concluded crossing his arms and leaning the chair back on its two
hind legs.
“It’s too bad. I was actually beginning to like him a bit. Kinda reminded me
of an evil Colonel Sanders,” Dutch remarked absently.
“Colonel who?” Alex and Hind both questioned, looking at him with very
puzzled expressions.
“Colonel Sanders… Twentieth century chicken guy… You know, kind of
fat, long white beard and… Never mind,” Dutch snapped his mouth shut, realizing
the other two men had absolutely no clue what he was talking about.
“Riiiiiight… You sure you’re ok, Tin Man? I think you need to get some
sleep,” Alex stated, deeply concerned about his friend’s mental health. Dutch didn`t
comment.
“So anyway, I guess I can assume that the mission was a failure,” Hind cut
in, bringing their attention back to the mission.
“Not completely,” Alex replied while reaching into his breast pocket and
pulling out the hard disk they had confiscated from the general.
“What’s that?” Hind asked curiously.
“It’s a hard disk taken from one of the facility’s supercomputers. Not
exactly sure what`s on it, ” Dutch answered straightly.
“Gramps seemed pretty eager to get away with this thing before we finally
caught up to him. He took it out of the computer and then shot the thing to bits.
Guess he didn’t want to leave any trace of whatever’s on this thing. I’m willing
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to bet that it has at least some of the information that we’re looking for,” Alex
explained, handing the disk over to Hind, who looked it over curiously.
“Doesn’t look damaged. Oh well, it’s worth a shot. Come on, let’s go
downstairs and take a look at what’s on this thing,” the old man said, rising from
his seat. Alex and Dutch followed him downstairs to the spy center.
Popping the disk into one of the computer drives the three of them waited in
anticipation for the disk to boot up. If this disk contained what they thought it did,
it would definitely save them and Octagon a lot of trouble later. They continued to
wait patiently while the computer continued to read the information on the disk.
Just then the computer’s monitor flickered on.
“Damn,” Alex swore, hanging his head sorrowfully as his hopes were
crushed. The screen displayed nothing more than garbled junk. The disk was
encoded.
“Guess we screwed up after all,” Dutch commented, shaking his head.
“Maybe not,” Hind replied, thoughtfully studying the screen carefully. “This
thing definitely contains some serious data. It’s just encoded,” he explained.
“Can you decode it?” Alex asked hopefully. Maybe all their efforts hadn’t
been in vain after all.
“Me? Hell no. Hacking this type of code is way beyond my capabilities,”
Hind answered truthfully. Once again Alex hung his head. “But I think I know
someone who can,” Hind added quickly, giving the two younger men a small ray of
hope. “Wait right here,” he instructed before leaving and heading upstairs.
Alex and Dutch both seated themselves and waited patiently. They both
hoped that the disk would provide them with the information they needed. Then
they wouldn’t feel so bad about killing Kristofferson. Not that they’d had much
choice, the old man had proven to be a much more dangerous opponent than they
had originally suspected.
“Colonel Sanders?” Alex questioned, cocking his eyebrows at Dutch.
“Fuck you flame boy! Leave me alone, I’m tired.” Dutch grinned, flipping
him off. Alex just laughed. Hearing some movement upstairs, the two turned their
attention towards the center’s entrance. Hearing Hind’s voice, they both relaxed
and waited for him to return.
The old man appeared followed by a beautiful young girl. Caught completely
off guard by the girl’s sudden appearance, both Dutch and Alex quickly remembered
their manners and stood up. They had been expecting a guy.
“Sorry to take so long. Had to go track her down,” Hind said, walking
towards them and bringing the young lady with him. “Guys say hello to my daughter,
Naomi,” he smiled, looking at the beautiful young girl standing quietly behind him.
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The girl blushed slightly before returning his gaze.
“Hi, nice to meet you,” she piped, sticking out her hand. Her face was very
lively and full of energy and she didn’t seem to be very shy at all.
“Nice to meet you too,” Dutch replied, smiling warmly and shaking her
hand. This was a pleasant suprise indeed.
“My father’s told me a lot about you since you met a few days ago. He was
really worried about you guys yesterday. I’m glad you both made it back in one
piece,” Naomi said, returning his smile.
“Thanks. By the way, my name is Dutch. That’s Alex,” Dutch replied while
introducing himself and Alex.
The girl turned to Alex and smiled. “Nice to meet you.”
Alex smiled shaking her hand. “So, how long have you been working for
Octagon?” he inquired, noticing the girl appeared to be much younger than him.
She was about eighteen years old. Though he could tell that she was very mature
for her age, her light brown eyes seemed to hold a cheery playfulness about them.
She obviously wasn’t a field agent.
“She doesn’t really work for Octagon, just helps out from time to time. She’s
only eighteen. She’s more like my undercover personal assistant. Right, dear?”
Hind smiled rubbing her head and messing up her carefully combed long honeybrown hair.
“Dad!” the girl groaned in playful frustration before removing her father’s
hand from her hair and combing her long strands straight again with her tiny and
petite fingers. Her frame was small, but her curves and body shape showed that
she was very active and energetic. Both Alex and Dutch had to agree that she was
extremely cute. Her playfulness made her even more so.
“Yeah, no one would ever suspect me of being affiliated with a group like
Octagon. It’s a perfect cover,” Naomi explained.
“What exactly do you do?” Alex asked, forcing himself back into business
mode.
“Actually my specialty is computers, or more precisely, hacking,” Naomi
coolly replied.
“My daughter’s the best computer hacker this side of the grid. If anyone can
decode the data on that disk you brought, it’s her,” Hind assured him.
“Guess that’s my cue to get to work,” Naomi declared, catching her father’s
hint. “Just wait a bit, it shouldn’t take me that long. See you later!” She smiled to
Alex before catching Dutch with a playful wink. Turning, she grabbed a chair and
quickly went to work on the hard disk they’d brought.
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“Beautiful, isn’t she? Just like her mother,” Hind said, watching her leave.
His voice seemed to trail off to some distant memory for a brief moment before he
turned his attention back to his two guests. “Oh, please, sit down. You two must be
exhausted. I’ve got some leftovers in the fridge. I’ll get you something to eat. Just
stay put,” the old man declared, hurrying upstairs.
Alex and Dutch were surprisingly quiet in his absence as they watched
Naomi work on the disk. Neither of them wanted to disturb her while she was busy.
The girl pretended to pay them no attention. A few minutes later, Hind returned
with the food. The two younger men thanked him graciously before chowing down
like two starved wolves. When they were finished, the old man took their plates and
placed them on a nearby table. He’d get Naomi to do the dishes later.
“Did you manage to find out anything else while you were in New Town?”
Hind pried curiously, hoping that they might have acquired more information for
him while they were there.
“No, not really,” Alex admitted. “The facilities there don’t really pose any
military threat to us out here, too small. How about you? Any news from your boys
that might help us locate the Shi’aki’s new weapon just in case the disk is useless?”
he inquired.
“Nothing yet. We’re still working on it, but now that the Shi’aki have
tightened their security it’s not easy. They did manage to find a Shi’aki outpost
somewhere in Sector 18, or rather, what was left of it,” Hind informed him. “From
the looks of it, someone took it out just before my boys got there.”
“Think Octagon could’ve hit it?” Alex asked, somewhat puzzled by the
news. He couldn’t remember HQ ever operating out that far from the grid. They
must have come across some new developments.
“No, usually Octagon gives me a heads up on any activity they might have
going on before they act. That way their boys and mine don’t wind up getting their
wires crossed. No, whoever did this was a professional,” Hind speculated.
“And we’re not?” Alex shot back, somewhat offended by the remark.
“That’s not what I meant,” the older man defended. Dutch chuckled quietly
to himself. “What I meant is that whoever did this not only managed to take out
the entire outpost, but managed to do it with thermo-gravitonic charges,” Hind
explained.
“Thermo-gravitonic charges? What the hell are those?” Alex curiously
inquired. He’d never heard of that kind of weapon before.
“Thermo-gravatonic charges are explosives that when activated, create a
vacuum of gravitonic plasma energy that sucks everything in the area into it, kinda
like a manmade black hole,” Dutch answered. He was very familiar with that form

210

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

of weaponry because as his internal records reported, the old Attraxian Planetary
Council had outlawed them many years ago due to their volatility.
“So what’s so special about that?” Alex asked, completely clueless as to
where this conversation was leading.
“Three things. One, those things are very hard to make because of the
tremendous amount of energy needed to create the vacuum. Two, they’re even harder
to control. If used incorrectly, the vacuum could continue to grow exponentially,”
Hind continued the physics lesson.
“Let’s say you only wanted a ten-meter hole. If you don’t know what you’re
doing, you could wind up with a thousand-meter hole that keeps growing with no
way to stop it. Plus, the plasmic energy eats everything in its path. You could wipe
out an entire sector in a matter of hours. That’s why they were outlawed by the old
council,” Dutch elaborated.
“Right... And three, most importantly, is that the charges have to be placed
on the actual target itself before detonation. The device must be planted and
the containment field’s area must be calculated prior to remote detonation. The
containment field parameters are the only thing that keeps the vacuum and plasmic
energy from expanding uncontrollably as explained before. Precise calculations are
the key,” Hind continued the lecture.
Looking at Alex’s face, he could see that the younger man was still somewhat
in the dark as to what all of this meant. He sighed slightly. Perhaps this one wasn’t
as bright as he’d originally thought. He would have to spell it out to him.
“What that means is that whoever planted the thing had to first sneak or
fight their way into the facility, past security, and then plant the device without
being spotted or causing too much of a commotion. My boys didn’t find anything
that suggested a battle had even taken place prior to the blast. No random blast
marks around the area, nothing. Whoever did this, did it using complete stealth.
That’s pretty impressive for one group,” Hind continued his explanation. Judging
from the look in Alex’s eyes he could tell that the younger man finally understood
this time.
“So do you have any clue as to who might have hit it?” Dutch cut in.
“No,” the older man confessed. “I mean of course there are a few other
rebel groups out there who, like Octagon, formally oppose the Shi’aki but from
what I’ve seen they’re in worse shape than we are when it comes to trained people
and equipment. I don’t think any of them would have the equipment, training,
or personnel capable of building something that complex and destructive,” he
continued. “Like I said, whoever did this was pro and knew exactly what they were
doing,” he finished.
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“Well whoever it is, we can be sure they’ve got no love for the Shi’aki
either. Let’s just hope they’re on our side and not with the rouges,” Alex stated,
reclining back in his chair. He was getting sleepy.
“Amen to that,” Dutch agreed.
“Got it!” Naomi exclaimed jumping up from her chair and temporarily
startling everyone in the room, including Alex, who had once again been balancing
on his chair’s hind legs at the time and accidentally fell out of it. “I’ve cracked the
encryption!” The young girl smiled triumphantly as the others rushed to her side.
“Wow, that was fast!” Dutch gasped in disbelief standing beside her. He
couldn’t help but notice how nice she smelled. The scent of fresh flowers drifted
from her hair.
“Told you she was the best!” Hind gloated, patting the girl on the back.
“Thanks, Dad,” she said, accepting the praise gracefully. She looked back
at him lovingly while he gave her a quick kiss on the forehead before turning her
attention back to the monitor, which was now scrolling a million gigabytes of
information per second.
“What does it say?” Alex inquired, having finally picked himself up off the
floor and joined the group.
“See for yourself,” Naomi chimed, reaching over to a large printer and
ripping off a long sheet of paper that contained the de-coded information. Taking
the paper from her Alex carefully scanned the document.
“Hmmm, doesn’t say anything about a weapon,” Hind noted.
“No location either,” Alex added. His hope again beginning to fade.
“Wait a minute, what’s this?” Naomi asked curiously, pointing to a notably
long list of data.
“Looks like a parts list of some kind,” Alex surmised.
“That sure is a lot of parts, don’t you think?” Naomi noted aloud, her keen
detective-like senses kicking in. The others began to catch her drift.
“There’s a lot of heavy equipment on this list too,” Dutch noted, standing
even closer to the girl so he could get another whiff of her hair. She looked at him
and smiled before returning her attention to the list.
“You’re right. That’s way too much equipment for a regular installation,”
Alex admitted. “Naomi, can you find out where this shipment is going and when it’s
scheduled?” Alex requested with a ring of confidence entering his voice. He was
sure they were onto something.
“Already ahead of you!” Naomi said, handing him another printout. Alex
was impressed. This girl seemed to constantly be one step ahead of him. Though
she was young, she was definitely no amateur when it came to computers.
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“Thanks.” He smiled back before glancing over the page.
“Looks like it’s going to Sector 28. As far as I know there’s nothing out
there,” he noted thoughtfully while continuing to thumb through the extensive
printout.
“At least nothing we know about,” Hind confirmed.
“Think it could be a secret base or something?” Naomi speculated.
“Possibly, God knows the Shi’aki have plenty of them. I don’t have any
agents out that far. It`s too isolated and there`s no cover or safe places for them to
hide out while on assignment.” her father answered.
“That’s because the place is deep desert, no water at all. Nothing lives out
there,” Alex explained recalling the area`s geography.
“Perfect place to build a secret weapon, wouldn’t you say?” Dutch alleged.
“Right again. So I guess that means we’d better check it out to see where
exactly those parts are going. According to this, the shipment should be leaving
tomorrow evening and is scheduled to arrive in Sector 28 two days later, but there’s
no exact coordinates listed here,” Alex declared, searching for anything that would
pinpoint the shipment’s exact destination.
“That’s because the shipment’s transport probably has the destination autoprogrammed into its navigation system, most Shi’aki convoys do,” Naomi pointed
out.
“True. Guess that means we’ll have to hijack the transport to see exactly
where it’s heading,” Dutch stated rubbing his head thoughtfully.
“What? You’re not serious, are you?” Naomi exclaimed, completely shocked
at the suggestion.
“Actually, that’s exactly what I had in mind,” Alex agreed, looking at Dutch.
He could tell that his comrade had been reading his plan from the start and wanted
to throw it out on the table before he could in order to impress the young girl. He
didn’t mind. He was much too busy to worry about impressing some girl, even
though he did have to admit that she was extremely cute.
“Wow, you guys are a lot braver than I thought,” Naomi admitted, clearly
impressed.
“Or stupid. Take your pick,” Dutch joked lightly.
“So how far is it from here to Sector 28 anyway?” Alex asked Hind, who
was slowly beginning to pick up on his daughter’s increasing interest in the two
younger men. He pretended not to notice.
“It’s about three hundred clicks southwest of here beyond the mountain
range in Sector 25. Never made it out that far myself, but I heard it’s quite a hike,”
the old man answered.
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“Three hundred clicks! It’ll take us forever to get there, especially without
a transport. There’s no way I’m walking that far! Forget it,” Dutch stated bluntly.
Naomi giggled at the outburst.
“I agree. Hind, is there any way you could hook us up with a transport?”
Alex inquired eagerly. They`d need to move quickly if they were going to intercept
the transport in time.
“Consider it done,” Hind assured him.
“We’ll have to hit them way before they reach Sector 28. That way we can
get in and get what we need before the Shi’aki notice it’s missing,” Alex continued
to lay out his plan.
“Well, if they’re using a ground transport, which is what they normally
do to keep us from tracking them and shooting them down, then it’s pretty simple
because the only way to get to Sector 28 is to go through Sectors 23, Sector 25 and
over the mountains to the west, unless they know something I don’t. They wouldn’t
risk taking it up north through Sector 33 because they know we’ve got that area
tapped and we’d be able to track their shipment lines. They’re going to try to take
it where they know we don’t have too many people to spot them. That seems like
the most logical route,” Hind guessed correctly. Though the Shi’aki were powerful
enough to stop nearly any threat posed to them that didn’t mean that they weren’t
cautious when they deemed it necessary to be.
“If that’s the case then I think I know the best place to hit them. There’s a
really narrow pass in Sector 23 on the way to Sector 25. It’s got ridges on both sides
and not a lot of room to maneuver. If it’s more than one transport, like a convoy,
then they’re going to be pretty tight going through there. That’s the best place for
us to hit them,” Dutch suggested while going over his internal files of the specified
region. Once again Naomi looked at him with an impressed look.
“I know exactly where you’re talking about,” Alex concurred pointing at
him. “All right then that settles it. Now all we need to do is find a transport,” Alex
declared, rolling up the sheet of paper and stuffing it into his back pocket.
“That can wait until tomorrow. You boys look exhausted. You should get
some rest,” Hind interceded.
“But…”Alex started to object.
Hind held up his hand. “The transport’s not leaving until tomorrow evening,
right? It won’t take you too long to get there by transport if you go the way I’ll tell
you, so don’t worry. Besides, the transport shop’s closed now anyway,” the old man
reasoned.
“Oh.” Alex said, relaxing a bit. Suddenly an overwhelming sense of
drowsiness overcame him. “I guess you’re right. I am getting a bit sleepy,” he
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conceded yawning.
“Dad’s right, you guys should go to bed,” Naomi agreed with a look of
concern on her face. She could tell that both the young men were dead beat. “I’m
going out to get some food for breakfast tomorrow, ok, Dad?” she chimed, turning
to her father.
“Ok, but be careful and stay away from the canyons. I don’t want you outside
of the city at night,” her father warned sternly.
“Awww, Dad...” the young girl objected, sadly realizing her father could see
straight through her plan.
“I mean it, young lady! Don’t go out there tonight. You’ll have plenty of
time to play with your screwy inventions during the daytime. There’s too many
rovers out at night,” Hind said putting his foot down.
“I know...” the girl admitted regrettably, hanging her head. She knew that
her father was concerned with her safety, but she couldn’t help resenting being
treated like a child just a little bit, especially in front of guests.
“Besides, I need you back early tomorrow morning to show the boys around
town and make sure they get everything they need for their trip tomorrow,” Hind
said, walking up to her and placing his hand under her chin before lifting her face
and looking her straightly in the eye. The girl’s face immediately brightened at the
news of her new task.
“Oh, why didn’t you say so before? In that case, I’ll be back in a little
while!” She beamed brightly, a smile crossing her lips. She always liked it when
her father gave her something important to do. It made her feel like she was a
real spy working for Octagon just like some of the other agents she’d met. She
especially liked the idea of being able to hang out with Alex and Dutch tomorrow
before they left. Hugging her father, the girl quickly grabbed her purse and started
towards the stairs. She would be sure to buy something extra good for breakfast
tomorrow morning.
“I’ll be back in a few. You guys get lots of sleep, ok? You both look pretty
beat. Later, Alex! Good night, Dutch.” She waved before bolting up the stairs. “Be
sure not to lock me out this time, ok, Dad!” she yelled down the stairs before exiting
the house. The door slammed shut behind her.
“Kids,” Hind muttered to himself with a laugh, retrieving the two guests’
empty plates from the tables he took them towards the stairs. It looked like he was
stuck doing dishes after all. He promised the two younger men he would be back
after he had prepared beds for them. The two thanked him graciously. The old man
went upstairs.
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“You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say the girl had a crush on you,
Tin Man,” Alex taunted once the coast was clear.
“Yeah, well, you know what they say, Sparky... Pimpin’ aint easy,” Dutch
grinned and reclined back in his chair. He’d always had a way with the ladies.
“Don’t polish your glove too much. We still got work to do y’know,” Alex
reminded him.
“I know, business first, as usual. But she is really cute though,” Dutch
admitted.
“Just be sure you don’t lose track of why we’re here,” Alex warned.
“I think I’ve been at this game a bit longer than you have, Junior. Trust me,
I know the rules,” Dutch assured him evenly.
“You know you’re old enough to be her great-great-great-great-gr…” Alex
started after a while.
“Jeeze man, I get the picture! Damn, I’m not that old!” Dutch cut him off
with a laugh, tossing a nearby towel at him. Hind returned from upstairs.
“Ok boys, your beds are ready so you can sack out any time you like, I know
you’re both really tired,” the old man smiled and joined them.
“Thanks,” Alex accepted the offer, rising from his chair. He was dead on his
feet. The thought of a good night’s sleep called to him.
“Just one thing.,” Hind continued slowly. Alex looked at him wearily before
sitting back down in his chair. He could tell something serious was on the old man’s
mind.
“What’s up?” Alex asked.
Hind paused nervously for a brief moment. “Well, it seems to me like my
daughter’s taken a liking to the both of you,” he began.
Oh great, Tin Man’s done it this time! Alex groaned to himself, thinking that
the old man was going to give them a ‘Birds & Bees stay the hell away from my
daughter!’ speech.
“Yeah, well she’s a really nice girl and all and I know you don’t really know
us that well and might be a little concerned for her, but you have my word that we’d
never do anything to…” Alex started to interject before the old man stopped him.
“No, it’s ok. That’s not what I meant. If I thought that, I`d have never let you
through the door,” Hind assured him, noticing a relieved look on Dutch’s face.
“Naomi’s a very beautiful and special girl. She has the same effect on all the
guys she meets. I’m used to it,” the old man laughed. “It’s a shame that her mother
isn’t here to see how well she’s grown up,” he added sadly.
“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking,” Alex asked, all the while
kicking himself. He had a feeling that this was going to turn into a very long
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conversation. All he really wanted to do was go to sleep, but he sat and listened
anyway as Hind began his tale.
“Naomi’s a lot like her mother in a lot of ways. Her mother was just as
sweet and beautiful as she is,” the older man began. “And like Naomi, she also
had a thing for nature. She used to love to walk outside of the city at night to look
at the stars. She knew it was dangerous, but she said that it was the only place she
felt that she could hear what they were saying to her. She actually seemed to have
a very close bond with nature, but even that wasn’t enough to save her in the end,”
he reminisced, hanging his head sorrowfully. The two younger men began to feel
his pain as they slowly found themselves being drawn into the older man’s past. He
continued.
“One night when Naomi was young, her mother went out to pick sand roots
for dinner. She never came back. I confirmed her death a few years later when
I managed to get a hold of some of the records that my boys confiscated from a
facility that used to be a termination camp in Sector 64. Her name was on the list.
I was crushed when I found out, but I never told Naomi. She thinks her mother
is still out there somewhere just waiting for someone to rescue her and bring her
home. That’s one reason why she’s so dead -set on working with Octagon,” Hind
explained.
“I know it was wrong not to tell her from the beginning once I found out
the truth, but I just didn’t have the heart to. I couldn’t stand to take away her hopes
of seeing her mother again. It would have crushed her,” the old man choked. Alex
could tell he was on the verge of tears.
“I think you did what any other parent would have done to protect their
child from harm and to give them hope. I never even knew my parents, but I’m sure
they would have done the same,” Alex tried to console him.
“For sure,” Dutch added soothingly.
“Naomi’s a very special girl. She has a natural gift for understanding things,
especially electronics. She’s always had lots of friends, but she’s never really taken
too much interest in anyone particularly. She’s really kinda shy, even though you
wouldn’t know it from the way she acts. She doesn’t really associate with other
people that much. Most of the time she just hangs around in the canyons and plays
around with her inventions,” Hind continued to explain.
“That’s why it kind of surprises me that she’s taken such an interest in you
two. I’ve never seen her like this before when it comes to people she’s just met.
I mean, true, we don’t get too many visitors out this way so she always gets a
little excited when she sees a new face, but this time, I don’t know, it just seems
different,” he told them, shaking his old head thoughtfully before looking Alex
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squarely in the eye. Alex could see something in his face, but he couldn’t make out
exactly what it was at the time.
“Just promise me one thing, will you? Naomi’s the only thing I have that I
really care about and I’m all she’s got when it comes to family. In my line of work,
I don’t keep too many close friends, at least none that I’d trust enough to take care
of my daughter,” the old man confided while trying to find the right words to finish
his huge request. “Just promise me that if anything happens to me, you’ll look after
her, ok?” Hind asked, looking to Alex with almost pleading eyes. Caught in the
older man’s gaze, Alex found it hard to refuse.
“You don’t really know us that well. I mean you only met us a few days ago.
Why us?” Alex asked curiously.
“Because I know your father and I know the kind of man he is. I see a lot of
him in you so I know I can trust you and I know that you won’t let me down,” Hind
stated matter-of-factly with a smile. Alex stood quietly for a brief moment slowly
letting it all soak in. He still had no clue why the older man was making such a
strange request, but he finally conceded.
“I promise,” Alex gave the old man his word. “But you look strong enough
to pull the ears off a bear so I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” he added with a
laugh, trying his best to lighten the dark mood that had crept into the room while
the old man was talking. However, something about the old man’s request still
bothered him deeply. He decided to let it go for the moment as sleep once again
began to overcome him. “Anyways, it’s late so we’d better get some sleep. Busy day
tomorrow,” he suggested while looking at Dutch, who had already begun drifting to
sleep while he was standing.
“Right, sorry for keeping you boys up so long. Good night,” Hind apologized
sheepishly before showing them to their beds. Alex lay wearily in his bed. It had
been a very long day and he was very tired. He closed his eyes for a few seconds,
but before he knew it, he was fast asleep. For the moment all of his troubles were
forgotten, if only for a short time.
Alex woke up early the next morning. He found that he was surprisingly
rested considering he’d only had a few hours of sleep. It was probably because of
the food. Taking a quick wash in the house’s sink, he returned to his room to get
dressed when he found that Dutch was also awake.
Alex looked at him queerly while drying his hair with his towel. “Don’t you
ever take a shower? Aren’t you worried about all this sand getting in your gears or
something?” Alex jabbed, noticing that he’d never once seen Dutch take a bath.
He’d never even seen him go to the bathroom for that matter. He wondered where
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all the food he ate went.
“Built-in dry-cleaning buddy!” Dutch smiled triumphantly. “My armor takes
care of everything. It fully maintains itself. That includes repairing and cleaning.
You never see me sweat because the suit automatically adjusts my body temperature
to compensate, but it does have trouble dealing with direct extremes of heat and
cold,” Dutch explained stretching himself.
“Yeah, well how about your shit? I’ve seen you eat before. All that food has
to go somewhere, right?” Alex continued the inquisition.
“Where do you think I get my energy? I am still human you know, well
mostly. The food that I eat gives me energy just like you. The only difference is that
my body doesn’t produce waste from the leftovers. Instead, it sends it to my fusion
reactor, breaks it down, and stores it in my internal fuel cells for future use. Of
course I can live for months without food or water, but I lose energy a lot quicker.
Once my reserves are used up, if I don’t get a bite soon, I’ll die of starvation just
like you,” Dutch answered, combing his hair with his hand.
“Must be nice,” Alex remarked enviously.
“It has its advantages,” Dutch smiled.
Just then they both heard a small knock on the room door. “Just a sec,”
Alex said throwing his black utility vest over his bare chest and shoulders. It would
be hot today and they had a really long way to go. Actually, he never really liked
wearing shirts anyway. He preferred the heat of the desert wind on his bare skin.
Opening the door he saw that Naomi was waiting for them on the other side.
She was dressed casually in a thin light pinkish-color shirt and worn black denims
which fit her petit and curvaceous form very nicely.
“Good morning.” She smiled, pretending not to notice his superbly toned,
tanned, and muscular figure. She noticed that he had a few slash marks on his chest
from the previous battle. “Is Dutch awake yet?” the young girl inquired somewhat
hesitantly. She didn’t want to seem too forward. Alex felt slightly jilted that she’d
only said two words to him before asking where his partner was. It stung his pride
a little bit. Maybe he wasn’t as attractive as he often believed himself to be. But
then again, his reputation with many other girls suggested otherwise. Maybe he just
wasn’t her type.
“I’m here, what’s up, sunshine?” Dutch said, opening the door wider so she
could see his smiling face before Alex could respond. The girl smiled back at him.
Alex gave up.
“Not much. Come on, breakfast is ready!” Naomi said cheerfully.
“Really? Thanks. Let us finish packing and we’ll be down in a sec, ok?”
Alex replied.
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“No rush, take your time. I’ll keep everything warm for you,” she said,
giving him a quick wink before turning to her full attention to Dutch, who was
busy making bunny ears behind Alex’s head with a wicked expression on his face.
Naomi wrinkled her nose and stuck her tongue out at him in mock disgust before
laughing. “See you downstairs,” she said turning and walking down the stairs. Alex
turned around playfully and looked at Dutch.
“Don’t start!” Dutch warned with a laugh before shutting the door. The two
continued to pack their gear.
After packing they hurried downstairs for breakfast. Naomi and Hind were
waiting for them. “Sorry!” Dutch apologized for their tardiness.
“No problem. Sit down, eat,” Hind greeted them with a smile. He seemed a
lot more welcoming and relaxed than usual. Naomi was quietly sipping her coffee
before shooting Dutch a quick playful glance.
“Thanks,” Alex accepted, seating himself. The breakfast was huge!
There were many types of fresh baked breads, a type of soup made of sand
roots and other desert variety vegetables, as well as a plate of various fried meats.
Alex had learned a long time ago that it was never a good idea to ask exactly where
the meat came from. Just eat it and enjoy it and try not to think too much about its
possible origin. That was the basic rule.
The four talked for a while as they ate their breakfast. Alex was being extra
careful not to forget about the time. They absolutely had to get to Sector 23 before
that transport passed. According to Hind, it would take them about three hours to
reach the area by transport. That was if they could find a fast one. Hind assured
them that he could find them one that would get them there long before the convoy
passed.
Alex intended to be well on his way before noon, which only gave them a
few more hours to get their game plan down and make preparations. He could tell
that Dutch was getting a little reluctant to leave. It seemed that something really
was growing between him and Naomi, but unfortunately for him, romance would
have to wait. The mission was their primary concern.
Finishing their breakfast, Naomi stood up to clear the dishes when her
father stopped her. “I’ve got these. You take the boys around town and make sure
they’ve got everything they need before they leave, ok, dear?” he instructed.
The girl’s face slightly saddened at the word leave, but she forced herself to
recover quickly. “Ok,” she agreed, turning to leave.
“Before you go, you got that disk?” Hind asked, turning to Alex, who was
standing by the door.
“Yeah, do you need it?” Alex answered, fishing the disk out of his pocket.
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“Yeah, now that Nao’s cracked this thing I should be able to upload the data
to the computer and send the data to HQ once I get the scrambler fixed. I should
have it fixed in a few hours now that I’ve got all of the parts. Be sure to stop back
by here before you take off so you can send a message to HQ to let them know your
progress. I’m sure your father’s pretty worried about you,” Hind advised.
Alex agreed. It had been over a week now since his father had last heard
from him. The last time he had talked to his old man was in the cockpit of his
cruiser right before he got shot down in Sector 31. He was sure the old man was
worried out of his mind although he knew he would never show it. Serves him right
for sending me out here all on my lonesome without giving me all the details, Alex
thought to himself, deciding to let his old man sweat a little bit more before he
finally contacted him.
“Right,” Alex said, tossing the disk to Hind and heading towards the door.
“Let’s go,” he instructed to looking to Dutch, who had been unusually quiet
this morning. He wondered what was on his mind.
“I’ll be back in a while, Dad. You need anything while I’m out?” Naomi
asked once again capturing her father’s attention.
“No, dear, and take your time. It’ll take me a while to get this thing fixed
anyway,” Hind responded. He knew the girl would be sorry to see them leave so
he wanted to give her as much time to see them as possible. Given their extremely
dangerous mission parameters, there was a big possibility that this would be the
first and last time she would ever meet them.
“Thanks, Dad!” Naomi smiled, realizing that her father knew full well how
she felt. He had always been able to read her like an open book. She leaned over
and kissed him briefly on the cheek before turning to Alex and Dutch. “Ok, let’s go,
guys!” she chimed.
“After you,” Dutch bowed while extending his hand towards the exit in a
gentlemanly fashion.
“Oh please, give it a rest!” Alex groaned as the girl walked past them and
giggled. The door closed behind them and they were soon on their way into town.
Hind smiled briefly before looking at the disk he held in his hand and stuffing it into
his pocket. Maybe HQ would be able to get more information off of this thing than
he had been able to. He turned around and set to work clearing the table.
Naomi chatted casually while escorting the two young men through the
city. Though they were already familiar with the place from before, she continued
to give them almost the same exact run-down on the place that her father had. Alex
was bored, but he enjoyed being with her and listening to her talk. He had to admit
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that she was starting to grow on him a little bit. He would be sorry to see her go.
Maybe when the mission was over, he and Dutch would stop back by here to see her
from time to time. That would be fun. She was just too irresistibly cute and cheery
not to want to hang out with her sometimes.
Alex kept very few close friends. In his line of work, it wasn’t a good idea to
get too attached to anyone. Tp him, friends were like sandstorms; here today, gone
tomorrow. So he always managed to keep a small distance between himself and the
rest of the people he worked with, with the exception of his father. But for some
reason, he felt Dutch and Naomi were starting to work their way into him a little bit
more than usual. Maybe they’d be good friends to keep around.
Of course Dutch feigned to be completely into the younger girl’s detailed
explanation of everything. Alex laughed at the way he pretended to be so amazed
at Naomi’s knowledge of the city, and she of course was eating it up. Alex was
beginning to enjoy just watching those two.
Although Dutch was a lot older than her, it was obvious that a really strong
bond had naturally formed between the two of them from the time they first met.
Maybe it was because they were both so good-natured and loved to joke and play
around. He found himself wondering how they could both carry on so easily without
a care in the world. He secretly wished he could be that way.
The trio had been walking around and shopping for about an hour when
they finally made their way to the transport shop in the South End of the city. The
place was a dump and it smelled terrible! Naomi gagged and covered her nose from
the stench.
“Uhhh!!! Disgusting! I never come to this area unless I have to. That’s
only when dad sends me out here to get parts or something,” she explained. “The
transport shop is over there. Let’s hurry up and get inside before we choke to death
in this mess!” she said, grabbing both of their hands firmly before quickly leading
them away from the smell.
Entering the shop, Alex noted that it didn’t really smell much different from
the outside despite the one small pine-tree-shaped shaped air freshener located by
the front desk. “God this place stinks!” Naomi groaned, closing the door behind
them.
“Well it ain’t no rose garden that’s for sure,” a voice came from behind the
service desk as they turned around.
“Hey Nao, how’s it going?” an old service attendant asked, smiling warmly
and wiping caked up black grease from his hands.
“I’m fine, Oscar.” Naomi returned the smile while reaching out and shaking
his still grease-covered hand. He laughed before handing her a towel of her own.

222

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

“So what brings you out here? You working on another project? What is
it this time, the flying toaster oven or anti-rover air conditioner?” the older man
joked.
“No, actually it’s your mechanical wife, you old geeze!” Naomi cracked
smartly, throwing her towel at him. The two laughed.
“Alex, Dutch, this is Oscar. He’s an old friend of my dad’s,” Naomi
introduced the older man.
“Oh, new friends I see. Both young and handsome, look pretty strong too.
Either of ’em looking for work? I could use some strong hands around here,” the
older man asked, noticing Alex’s muscular build. “My back’s not what it used to
be,” he added, rubbing his back in mock agony.
“That’s ok, I’ll make your new wife a masseuse,” Naomi countered with
a laugh. “Actually, we’re here for a transport,” Naomi said, returning back to the
business at hand.
“Oh yeah! I forgot. Your father just contacted me about that an hour ago,”
the older man confirmed, eyeing the two younger men suspiciously.
“So you’re the two guys who need a quick transport to Sector 23, huh?” he
quizzed with a slight tinge of suspicion.
“Yep, that’s us,” Dutch coolly replied.
“Really, well how much money do you have?” the older man prodded.
“Oscar!” Naomi exclaimed, knowing the older man was in the process of
trying to con them. Business was business after all.
“Enough,” Alex replied. It was true. He had enough money on him to buy
three or four transports if he chose to, courtesy of Octagon of course for use in this
particular mission. However, up till now he found he’d had very little use for it.
“Good! That’s what I like to hear, but I am a little curious. Why the hell
do you want to go out that far? There’s nothing out there but sand,” the older man
questioned suspiciously.
“Look, do you want to make a sale or not?” Dutch cut him off, deciding
he’d stop the cat ’n’ mouse game before it progressed any further.
“Of course I do!” the old man exclaimed.
“Then stop asking so many damn questions. You sell, we buy. Got it?” Alex
replied, reaching into his utility jacket’s pocket and pulling out a small black bag
before plopping it with a solid ‘thump’ on the table. The inner contents emitted a
metallic sound as they collided with the hard plastic. Naomi, Dutch and the old man
all staggered back in shock as he opened the bag and revealed that it was full of
shiny new quintars.
“Holy shit!” the older man gasped in disbelief.
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“You can say that again,” Naomi seconded, staring at the bag then at Alex.
She had no idea he was so loaded. She could tell by the look on Dutch’s face that
he had no clue either.
“You know what? You can have whatever you want! You want the shop?
Take it, it’s all yours!” the old man said, reaching for the bag greedily before Alex
snatched it off the table.
“No thanks, just give us the fastest transport you’ve got. And make it quick,
we don’t have a lot of time,” Alex instructed reaching into the bag and placing ten
of the diamond shaped metallic objects on the table.
“You got it! Wait right here, I’ll go get the keys,” the old man said, leaving
the desk and darting around the corner before briefly poking his head back around
the corner. “You sure you don’t want to buy this place?” he asked in a pleading
tone.
“Some people never learn,” Alex commented sadly, shaking his head and
removing five of the diamonds from the table and placing them back in his bag. The
old man quickly got the point. “Transport please.” Alex reiterated.
“You’re the boss!” the older man said, disappearing again, this time for
good. Alex smiled to himself. Sometimes all people needed was a little incentive.
“You been holding out on us, Sparky?” Dutch started as soon as the old man
had vanished.
“Yeah, what did you do, hit up a bank on the way here?” Naomi added, still
somewhat flustered from what she had seen. She’d never seen so much money in
her life! She had no idea Octagon offered that much job security.
“Actually, yes,” Alex stated matter-of-factly.
“Damn, if I’d known Octagon paid like that I’d have left home and joined a
long time ago!” Naomi thought aloud. Dutch was about to comment when something
suddenly caught his attention.
“Huh? Dutch? What’s wron…?” Naomi started to ask before Alex signaled
for her to be quiet. Dutch closed his eyes and concentrated while scanning the area
silently with his sensors. He picked up on the signal a few seconds too late.
“Get down!” he cried quickly, tackling Alex and Naomi to the floor and
powering up into his battle armor just seconds before the entire building trembled
violently and collapsed. Naomi screamed in terror as the whole building came
crashing down on top of them.
A few minutes later some movement could just barely be seen as Dutch
slowly began to emerge from the rubble. Save for a few scratches and bruises from
where he’d landed on top of them to shield them, Alex and Naomi were both ok.
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Dutch had just barely managed to get his shields up in time to deflect the blast that
completely destroyed the rest of the building around them. Had it not been for his
quick thinking, they would have all been killed.
“Son of a bitch! What the hell was that?” Alex swore, standing and helping
Naomi to her feet. He looked her over. Save for a small scratch on her hip that could
be seen through the rip in her denims, she appeared to be fine, although extremely
shaken.
“TPCs!” Dutch growled, angrily dusting himself off.
TPCs were human Shi’aki loyalists who had been transformed into cybernetic
killing machines used strictly for seek and destroy missions. Their primary purpose
was to aid rover units in locating and destroying small cities, but since they had a
greater flight distance, they could strike from distances well beyond any Shi’aki
locations.
The downside to them was that the Shi’aki had yet to figure out how to
fully integrate their visual and radar systems into the TPCs so they were visually
inferior to the rovers. That was why they had to wait for the rovers to go out and
confirm a target’s location before they could strike it. Apparently, they had somehow
managed to locate Rune City. Looking around himself, Alex noticed that the entire
building around them had been reduced to smoldering dust. They were lucky to
have survived that. Nothing else would have.
“OSCAR!” Naomi screamed, realizing that the older man had been in the
building with them. She frantically began looking for him. Spotting a blood-soaked
piece of cloth she instantly stopped as her breath left her body in a horrified gasp.
As if in a trance she slowly started to make her way towards it when Alex grabbed
her. “No, don’t. I’ll go,” he warned as Dutch came to join them.
Alex handed the girl over to him and started towards the cloth. He already
knew what he would find, but he had to be certain. Stooping down he strained to lift
a heavy metal beam off of the body. Tossing it to the side he slowly turned his head
in dismay as he looked at the grotesquely burnt and mutilated body in front of him.
The smell of death filled the air.
Seeing his reaction Naomi screamed and burst into tears. Dutch quickly
covered her mouth to keep her quiet. Turning quickly, the young girl buried her
face into his armor plate and stood trembling in terror. She didn’t even notice his
appearance had changed. He held her gently.
“Damn! How the hell did this happen?” Alex swore between clenched
teeth.
“Don’t know. You think they could have tracked us back from New Town?”
Dutch asked.
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“No. We stayed between the markers and came the exact same way we went
in. I teleported us out of the city remember. There’s no way they could have tracked
us here. If they had, they would have hit us last night as soon as they found the
place,” Alex replied, fuming angrily.
“Then it has to be spies,” Dutch speculated.
“We killed all of those bastards remember,” Alex reminded him.
“True and they didn’t get a signal off because I’ve had my scrambler on the
whole time since we left Tristan,” Dutch recalled.
“And my Dad’s got scramblers placed all around the city’s perimeter so
there’s no way that the rovers can locate this place. That’s why we’ve been able to
live out here so long. The rovers can’t see us. To them, this city is invisible,” Naomi
added.
“New Town’s on the other side of the mountain. Rovers can’t travel that far
or that fast in such a short time and their communications range is limited. There’s
no fucking way the Shi’aki could have found this place and made a location lock
that way,” Alex continued to debate, his frustration mounting.
“Right, in order to do that, they’d need a constant signal coming from inside
of the city to bypass the scramblers on the perimeter. Kinda like a homing beacon,”
Naomi added, sobbing gently.
“There’s no way they could have found this place unless…” Dutch started.
He stopped suddenly as a horrible realization came over him. Alex’s expression
changed too.
“The disk!” they both cried in unison, coming to the exact same conclusion
and remembering that Hind had requested it earlier that morning. They had been set
up!
“But wait a minute, if it’s really the disk then that would…” Naomi whispered
quietly as she slowly began to understand what was going on. A sickening look of
terror crossed her face as the harsh reality slowly set in. “…lead them straight
to Dad…” she finished in a trembling voice. For a brief moment everyone stood
quietly as her words hit home. Suddenly the young girl screamed.
“DADDY!” Naomi cried uncontrollably as she fought to break free Dutch’s
grasp. “Shhhh!” Dutch warned clamping his metal covered hand over her mouth.
For all they knew, the TPCs could still be in the area.
“Alex!” Dutch called, shaking Alex from his trance. The TPCs had only just
passed them about a minute ago. Maybe they still had time.
“Naomi, hold on and don’t let go!” Alex instructed, rushing to where Dutch
was holding her. Naomi watched through tear-filled eyes while Alex grabbed both
of their arms. The next second she felt herself being pulled through time and space
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as he instantly teleported them back to the North End of the city.
Not much remained when they got there. It was like Alex had feared it
would be. The entire city lay in smoldering ruins. The TPCs were very efficient
exterminators. In just a few sweeps, they’d completely demolished everything in
their path. Now they were nowhere to be seen. Seeing the destruction in front of
her, Naomi lost control. “DAD!” she cried, freeing herself from Dutch’s grasp and
sprinting towards her house, despite Alex’s constant warnings not to.
This was the first time he had ever teleported three people. The experience
had left him drained. There was little he could do to stop the girl from running into
her house. Dutch was hot on her trail, desperately trying to stop her before she
could make it, but she was too fast. She girl slipped through his arms and bolted
into the house. Dutch followed. A few seconds later a blood-curdling scream was
heard; she had found her father.
Having recovered, Alex slowly started making his way towards the house.
Just then Dutch emerged cradling Naomi, who now lay lifelessly in his arms. She
had fainted from shock. Unable to control himself any longer, Alex sank to his
knees and began pounding his armored covered fist into the ground over and over
again until Dutch finally stopped him.
Naomi finally woke up about twenty minutes later, but she continued to
cry uncontrollably. Alex left her in Dutch’s care while he teleported throughout the
city to look for survivors. He found none. With a heart full of grief and remorse, he
returned back to the North End to where Dutch and Naomi were waiting for him.
The girl continued to sob as Dutch held her tenderly and desperately tried to find
words to console her. None came.
Coming out of his teleport, Alex paused briefly to look at them before
slowly making his way into what remained of the house. He returned a few minutes
later carrying Hind’s body. Not wanting the girl to see, Alex teleported the body to
another place and began the long process of burying it. It only took him about thirty
minutes to finish the job. Burying a body in soft sands is a lot easier than digging a
hole in packed earth. Using a pile of rocks for a headstone, Alex completed his task.
He then returned back to where Dutch and Naomi were waiting for him. The young
girl had cried herself to sleep.
As much as it pained them to do so, they eventually woke her up. No
matter how bad a shape they were in at the moment, they couldn’t stay here. Now
that the city had been located and destroyed, the Shi’aki would no doubt be sending
out rovers and scavengers to look for survivors and anything of value that the city
inhabitants had to offer.
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They would no doubt be looking for Hind’s Intel Center. Dutch and Alex
would be extra careful to make sure everything in there was completely demolished
and erased before they left. They couldn’t afford for the Shi’aki to obtain any of
Octagon’s secret information. When the girl was stable enough, Alex moved them
to the spot where he had buried her father. They had his funeral there. Dutch, being
well versed in traditional burial rites, presided over the sorrowful ceremony as the
trio paid their last respects to the old man.
“Hind, you were a good man and I just want you to know that even though
we only knew each other for a short time I really respected you a lot. My father was
lucky to have you as a friend. I know we would have become good friends too,”
Alex prayed in a whisper, fighting to control the sorrow welling up inside of him.
“We and Octagon thank you. Good-bye, old friend. And I swear to you, we
will keep our promise,” Dutch added, looking down at the ground. Although he was
still in his battle armor and his eyes were hidden behind his visor, Alex could tell he
was almost on the verge of tears. He wondered if he could cry. Though tough and
solid on the outside, Dutch had a very tender heart, although he would never admit
it himself. He had seen much death in his time. But even so, there are some things
the heart can never quite get used to. The death of a friend is one of them.
“Dad… Daddy… I miss you so much,” Naomi began as an endless river of
tears continued to stream down her face. Alex and Dutch could both feel her pain,
but even so, it was hard for them to look at her while she prayed. They both felt
responsible for what had happened. The girl continued.
“But I promise that no matter what, I’ll find Mom and when I do, I’ll tell
her how good you were, and how sweet, and caring and loving, and how much of
a great father you were to me. You were the best father a girl could ever have,” she
continued, her voice trembling as a wave of sorrow swept over her. She bowed her
head and let the tears continue to flow. There was no use in trying to stop them. “I
promise that we’ll never forget you. I love you,” she concluded, reaching down and
grabbing a fistful of dirt. Having nothing else to give him, she kissed her closed
hand before slowly opening it and softly blowing the dust over his grave in one final
kiss good-bye. The young girl stood silently crying to herself before Dutch finally
came and put his arms around her.
“It’s our fault this happened,” Alex declared, his voice ringing with grief.
“The disk must have had a tracker on it. That’s the only way they could have traced
it back here. It led them straight here… straight to Hind. I should’ve known it was
all too easy. If only I had thought of it before,” he continued with a voice full of
regret, grief, and frustration.
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“Alex,” Dutch whispered. He too felt responsible for what had happened.
“You guys didn’t do anything wrong. It’s not your fault,” Naomi declared,
pulling away from Dutch’s grasp, straightening herself and looking at her two
friends. She had stopped crying and now something other than tears had found its
way into her eyes.
“My father knew what he was getting himself into when he decided to work
for Octagon. He knew the risks... That was the path he chose and that’s why he did
what he did. If he were alive right now, I know he wouldn’t blame you. He would
just say it was part of his job,” she added with a quiet calmness that began to flow
from her and through the two young men standing beside her. Her words were
surprisingly calm and gentle as they began to slowly ease the pain that they all felt
inside. “And I don’t blame you either. It was just his time to go I guess. I am going
to miss him though,” the young girl admitted, tears once again creeping into her
eyes before she slowly wiped them away.
“Naomi... I’m sorry... I never meant for this to happen,” Alex apologized
whole-heartedly not knowing what else to say to her.
“I know you didn’t. Nobody wanted this to happen... It just did. Our job is
to keep it from happening again to anyone else. That’s what my father would have
wanted... Don’t blame yourself, blame the Shi’aki. They’re the one’s who started
all of this shit,” Naomi stated matter-of-factly.
“That’s right. And they’re the ones who need to be stopped from doing it
again,” Dutch added boldly, her words having successfully found their mark.
“Oh believe me, we will stop them. Those bastards are going to pay for
this... I promise that!” Alex swore, clenching his fist in rage as he too began to
draw strength from the younger girl’s words. It was amazing how her determination
instantly began to flow through them and make them stronger in their weakest
hour.
Alex looked at her and then Dutch. They were definitely the best friends
he’d ever had.
He was amazed that the girl held no grudge against him for what happened.
If he had been in her shoes, he would have probably looked at her differently and
maybe blamed or hated her for what happened, or maybe not. Either way he was
glad to have them with him right now. Having them here would help keep him
focused on the mission and what they were here to do instead of allowing him to
become absorbed by his emotions. “Thanks guys,” he said in a whisper.
“So what’s our next move?” Naomi asked, placing her hand on her small
hip and looking at him expectantly.
“Wait a minute! What’s our next move?” Dutch said turning to her.
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“We’re going to check out that shipment, assuming we can find a transport.
You’re going to Tristan to wait until we get back,” Alex replied looking her directly
in the eye. He could tell that the girl wanted to make the Shi’aki pay for killing her
father, but there was no way he was going to let her come with them.
“No, I’m not. I’m coming with you,” she declared, evenly returning his
gaze. He could tell she was very determined. This wasn’t going to be easy.
“But…” Dutch started to protest.
“But what? My family’s gone, I don’t know anyone in Tristan, and I don’t
have anywhere else to go,” she cut him off sharply. “Besides, you guys still don’t
have a transport,” she added softening her tone a bit.
“We can find our own transport and take out the convoy by ourselves,” Alex
interjected.
“Yeah, but who’s going to hack the convoy’s onboard data link to get the
access codes to find out where exactly it’s going?” Naomi argued smartly.
“She’s got us there. I don’t know anything about hacking Shi’aki computer
systems,” Dutch admitted.
“Whose side are you on?” Alex exploded angrily. Dutch wasn’t helping his
cause any. “I can hack the data link if necessary,” he added confidently.
“Yeah? Can you do it fast enough to get what you need, disable the automatic
security system, and get out before it sends out a distress signal and activates it’s
tracking beacon? You have to be quick and very precise when you’re hacking
the security system. One false move and it’ll lock itself down solid, activate the
tracking beacon and self-destruct before you can get any further. Are you that good
at hacking?” Naomi countered, knowing full well what his answer would be.
Damn. Alex thought to himself realizing the girl had him backed into a
corner. While he did have some experience at hacking Shi’aki systems, he was
nowhere near an expert. He would be hard-pressed to get the data they needed
before that security system locked itself down. If that happened, they would be
screwed and all of their hard work, and Hind’s death, would be for nothing. They
couldn’t afford to let that happen. But he still didn’t like the idea of her tagging
along with them. It would be much too dangerous and he still had a promise to
keep.
“Look, Naomi, I know you want to help, but we promised your father that
we’d take care of you if anything ever happened to him. We’ve already lost Hind,
I don’t want to lose you too... I can’t let you come,” Alex told her, praying that the
girl would understand and listen to him. She didn’t.
“No matter what you say, I’m going to take my father’s place at Octagon…
I owe him that much. I’ll go after the Shi’aki by myself if I have to so you might
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as well let me come along,” she replied stubbornly. “Besides, it’s kinda hard for
you guys to be my bodyguards and protect me if you’re never around or I’m stuck
somewhere else while you’re off playing cowboys and Indians. Tristan’s about as
safe as anyplace else so if you guys want to keep me safe and keep your promise,
then you have to keep me with you,” she reasoned.
“Damn, she’s good. Looks like she’s got us, Alex. We did promise...” Dutch
conceded, looking at the young girl. He knew she had beaten them. She was a lot
tougher than he originally gave her credit for.
Alex stood silently with his arms folded across his chest while he continued
to ponder the idea. She was right; there was no denying that. And it was partially
his fault that she didn’t have anywhere to go right now so he kind of felt responsible
for her. She’d be no better off if he left her in Tristan. With all the thieves and
rapist prowling the streets, that place was just as dangerous for a single young girl
as anywhere else. At least he could keep an eye on her if she stayed with them.
Besides that, her hacking skills could definitely come in handy. Plus, he found that
he actually enjoyed the thought of just having her around.
“All right fine,” he finally agreed, much to the girl’s delight. “But stay close,
watch your step, and do exactly what Dutch and I tell you at all times. You don`t
have any combat experience so at the first sign of trouble, I want to see you ducking
for cover, understood?” he said sternly, laying down the law. He was at least going
to win one battle today.
“Yes, sir!” Naomi piped gleefully, throwing him the best salute she could
muster. She looked so cute. Dutch chuckled to himself. “Cool,” Alex replied with
a pause. “Oh, and one more thing. You call me ‘sir’ again and I’m going to brand it
on your forehead!” he threatened with a mischievous grin.
Naomi looked a little worried. “Of course he doesn’t really mean that, right,
Sparky?” Dutch added in order to let the girl know he was in fact joking.
“You wanna be after her, Tin Man?” Alex growled at him in mock irritation.
Dutch raised his hands in surrender and laughed.
“Are you guys always like this? You sound like brothers!” Nomi laughed
aloud, wiping the last of the tears from her eyes.
“He grows on you after a while,” Dutch retorted with a grin.
“Right... Anyway, I guess our first matter of business is to find a transport,”
Alex declared, refocusing their attention back on the mission. It was now past noon.
The attack had put them way behind schedule and they still didn’t even have a
transport. At this rate, they would never make it to Sector 23 in time.
Fortunately they still had all of their supplies that Hind had given them
because they decided to carry their packs with them for shopping. They were lucky
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because if they had left them at his house, they would have been screwed.
Alex had managed to dig them out of the transport shop wreckage when he
stopped back by there while he was teleporting around the city looking for more
survivors. They had been wearing their bags when Dutch shielded them from the
attack. That was the only reason their goods had been spared. Now the only problem
was finding a transport. That would prove to be the most difficult task.
“No problem. I’ve got just the thing we need,” Naomi announced.
“What? You have a transport?” Dutch inquired, once again turning his attention to
her. This girl was just full of pleasant surprises.
“Yep, sure do! Follow me,” the young girl acknowledged.
“Lead the way,” Alex urged.
“Right!” Naomi complied, turning to leave before stopping briefly once
again and looking to her father’s grave. “I have to go now, Dad. Got some things to
take care of. But don’t worry, I promise I’ll do my best and make you proud. You
be good up there and don’t get too drunk or cause any trouble, ok? God wouldn’t
like that… I’ve got to go now. I love you,” she smiled before slowly turning and
walking away. She never looked back.
Naomi led them northward through the remains of the burning city and out
of a secret exit that she had made which led them into the canyons located to the
north. It was actually just a different part of the same canyons they had crossed
when going and returning from Sector 33. Alex remembered Hind warning her
not go hang out in the canyons last night. This must have been the place he was
referring to.
Naomi explained that it was very difficult getting in and out of the city late
at night because there were too many nosy people who easily got suspicious of
the least little thing. Alex and Dutch could both attest to that. That was why she
had created this secret exit so she could sneak in and out of the city whenever she
pleased without drawing too much attention to herself.
Even her father didn’t know about it. The only other person who had known
was Oscar, the transport shopkeeper. That was because he helped her make it
and was always helping her move parts and equipment for her ‘crazy inventions’
there after work. He was kind of like her unofficial uncle, even though Hind had
admittedly didn’t trust him as far as he could throw him.
He always told her that the older man was just being nice to her until she hit
twenty so he could try to get into her pants. Dutch had to agree that it was a very
good possibility. Naomi punched him squarely in the shoulder. That was when it
finally dawned on her that he was in battle armor. She clutched her knuckles in pain.
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The trio continued on their way.
She led them to a dimly lit section of the canyons. Turning one corner, they
found themselves at the entrance of a very well hidden garage like door. This was
Naomi’s secret workshop. Placing her palm over the scanner she waited for the
device to read her palm print. The door opened to reveal a room full of junk. The
place was a mess! There were parts and equipment thrown all over the place. Alex
had never seen a place so junky, except Hind’s house and maybe his own bedroom
at HQ.
“Sorry the place is trashed,” Naomi apologized, moving some printouts out
of their way.
“Talk about bad housekeeping!” Dutch remarked. Naomi wrinkled her nose
and was about to hit him again when she thought better of it and just threw paper at
him instead.
“We don’t have a lot of time,” the girl declared, quickly entering the shop
and gathering some of her belongings.
“The transport’s over there. It’s probably not what you would expect, but
it should get us there on time. I’ve made a few modifications to it. Either way, it’s
better than walking,” she said, pointing to an area to left of the door. Following the
direction where she was pointing, Alex and Dutch both turned the corner to find
a very small speeder. The thing was an old two-man desert skimmer with autoinflatable anti-grav tubes and three semi-plutonic turbo boosters. The thing ran on
plutonium.
“Talk about old. I think this thing is older than I am!” Dutch whispered to
Alex, who readily concurred.
“I heard that!” Naomi called completely unaware of the fact that he was
actually referring to this ‘real’ age as in the time he was created a few hundred years
ago. To her he was just a thirty-year-old man with armor that somehow popped out
of his skin from time to time. Since they`d just met a day earlier she had no clue
about his complex past.
“You guys go ahead and clear some of that stuff out of the way so we can be
ready to go when I’m done,” she instructed. Shrugging, the two men complied.
“So if you had a transport, why didn’t you tell us about it earlier or just let us
borrow this one from the start?” Dutch called while he and Alex continued to move
stuff out of the way.
“Because I didn’t want my dad to know. He’d flip if he knew that I’ve been
roaming around on that thing! Besides, I didn’t think you guys would need this
one,” she called back. Simple excuse and it made sense.
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They had just finished clearing a path when Naomi joined them. She looked
different. Strapped to her forearm was a compact computer much like the one Alex
used to control his land cruiser. However this one’s function was much different
from his. She carried a small black pouch slung over her left hip and strapped to
her thighs were two holstered blasters of some kind. A small plasma rifle was slung
across her shoulder and hanging on her right side. She was armed to the teeth.
“You guys ready to go?” She smiled, completely satisfied with the stunned
look she now saw on the two guys’ faces. She retied her long hair into a ponytail
and pinned her bangs back. Deciding she looked better with them down, she
unpinned her bangs and let them hang naturally. That was much better.
“Yeah sure. Where’d you get all of the gear?” Dutch asked, recovering from
his shock.
“These are some of my inventions. Early experiments. I used to hang out
in the canyons and test them out on the local rovers. They’re probably not nearly
as effective as the stuff you guys are used to using, but they get the job done and
they’re tailor-made for me,” she explained.
“Is this thing one of your experiments too?” Alex asked, referring to the
speeder. He could hardly imagine that the thing worked.
“Yep sure is, sort of. I’ve had it for a while and it works fine. Actually I just
made some upgrades to it the other day. It should get us there in no time, but you
two are going to be pretty packed in the back,” she admitted.
“In that case, why don’t I drive?” Alex suggested. There was no way he was
going to be sitting in Dutch’s lap for two or three hours.
“Do you know how to handle this thing?” she asked doubtfully.
“No, but I’m sure I’ll figure it out soon. There’s no way I’m sitting back
there with him for that long,” Alex repeated his thoughts aloud.
“What? Do I stink or something?” Dutch questioned with a hurt voice while
smelling his armpits.
Naomi laughed before quickly explaining the navigation controls to Alex.
While it was funny to imagine the two of them packed together in the back like
sardines, she had to admit that it would be very uncomfortable for the both of them.
Besides, if Alex was driving, that meant that she got to ride with Dutch in the back,
which was completely fine with her.
“Ok, I got it,” Alex confirmed, having memorized the navigation controls.
This was only a little different from driving his land cruiser. It wouldn’t prove to
be too difficult. “You ready?” he asked, jumping onto the driver’s platform and
starting the engine. There was no seat for him to use so he would have to stand the
entire way. But at least it was better than walking.
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“Sure,” Dutch said, powering down from his battle form so that he could fit
in the back more easily and jumping into the small seat.
“Just a sec,” Naomi called from around a corner where she had mysteriously
disappeared earlier. A few seconds later, she reappeared and quickly jumped into
the backseat with Dutch. Squirming fiercely against his huge bulk, she finally
managed to get some seating room. Dutch moved his arm and placed it around the
girl’s shoulder. That was what she’d wanted him to do. “All right, I’m set, let’s go,”
she said to Alex, who couldn’t help feeling that he had somehow been duped into
driving. He let it slide.
“We’re out of here!” he said, throttling the engine up. The speeder rose
above the ground and began to hover on its anti-grav tubes. Papers, boxes and small
objects of every kind flew throughout the room as he slowly navigated the machine
around the corner and out of the garage door. Once he cleared the door he increased
the speed slightly and started leading them out of the canyons. They exited the
canyons via a small hole located just outside of the city’s northwest side. Another
one of Naomi’s secrets.
“Ok, you guys hold on back there,” he called over his shoulder after they
had completely cleared the canyons.
“Wait!” Naomi called back just before he fully throttled up. Turning around
in the backseat, she briefly straddled Dutch’s lap to get a better view of the city.
“Don’t even think about it!” she warned playfully, knowing full well he was trying
to look down her shirt.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Dutch lied.
Raising her left arm, Naomi typed something into the computer that was
strapped to her forearm. A few seconds later a loud explosion was heard and Alex
watched as smoke rose from the hole they had exited just before the entrance caved
in. She had rigged the place to explode.
Satisfied with her work, the girl quickly seated herself back beside Dutch,
who once again slid his arm around her. He for one thought her previous position
was much more comfortable, but he couldn’t complain. “Done. Let’s get out of
here.” Naomi instructed.
“Hold on!” Alex replied, quickly gunning the engine. The speeder lurched
forward as it quickly began to skim its way across the desert floor. Naomi had told
him that she had just upgraded the speeder’s booster system, making it twenty
percent faster than it was before. He didn’t know how fast the clunker had been
previously, but he decided that now would be as good a time as any to test out her
upgrades.
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Pressing a button on the side of the navigation panel, he braced himself
as the speeder’s three boosters automatically kicked in and propelled them with
rocket-like speed across the sand. It wouldn’t be long now. At this rate, assuming
they didn’t have a burnout or break down along the way, Alex was sure that they
could make it to Sector 23 before the shipment passed. Relaxing a bit, the trio just
decided to sit back and enjoy the ride.
They reached the ambush site approximately two and a half hours later. The
ride was a lot shorter than Alex had really expected. His legs were stiff from being
stranded on the small hard driver’s platform for so long, but at least this time he
didn’t have to walk. Naomi was sleeping in the back while Dutch watched over her
and played with her hair. It had been a very long day for her and although she tried
her best to pretend that she wasn’t still hurting from the loss of her father, both he
and Dutch knew better.
The place was exactly as Dutch had described it, a really narrow pass with
nothing but dirt, sand and two high ridges on either side. It was the perfect place
for an ambush. Finding a nice hiding spot for the speeder behind one of the ridges,
Alex and Dutch let Naomi sleep in the speeder while they prepared the trap.
Dutch had long since powered back up into his armor and was keeping all
of his radars and sensors on the alert for any movement in the area while they laced
the pass with explosives that Hind had given them. Alex teleported to a remote
location that he’d spotted a few miles away on the opposite side of the pass from
where they were hiding and planted another even larger explosive. That would be
their diversion.
The plan was simple. When the transport carrying the shipment passed, they
would detonate the explosives and jam their communications, then take care of all
of the occupants. Once that was finished, Naomi would set to work hacking the
onboard data link system. But for now all they could do was wait.
Making their way back to the speeder, Alex and Dutch both waited patiently
for any sign of the transport. They talked casually for about two hours when Naomi
finally awoke and joined them. The trio had been talking for a bit when Dutch
picked up on some movement heading their way. Moving to the top of the ridge,
Alex lay flat in a prone position and pulled out his binoculars. Scanning the area
below, he spotted a small convoy of four Shi’aki transports heading their way. It
looked like the data from that disk they had acquired might be of some use after all.
He quickly teleported back down to the foot of the ridge where the other two were
waiting for him.
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“That’s them all right. Looks like that disk’s info was right on the money,”
he relayed.
“How many are we looking at?” Dutch asked, referring to the number of
transports in the convoy.
“Four trucks, each with a mounted laser cannon and gunner on the top near
the rear. There are also six escorts. I’d say there’s about ten to twelve of them in
all,” Alex replied, giving him a rough estimate of the number of enemies they’d be
facing.
“Not as many as I thought,” Dutch stated.
“Yeah, but we still don’t know exactly what they’re carrying in the back.
Could be more troops so you guys be careful,” Naomi cautioned.
“Will do,” Dutch acknowledged. “You ready to do this, Sparky?” he asked,
looking to Alex, who had once again powered up in preparation for the fight. The
red armor covered his arms and torso.
“Let’s do this,” Alex confirmed, removing a small detonator from his bag
before turning to Naomi, who was locking and loading her plasma rifle. “You wait
here and stay out of sight until we give you the signal, ok?” he instructed.
“Roger!” she complied. “Here take these. The frequency’s scrambled so
that they can’t pick us up,” she said, handing them each a small comm unit. The two
men quickly stuffed them into their ears.
“Let’s move!” Alex said, turning to Dutch as they started on their way.
The two men split up. Alex positioned himself around the corner of the
ridge just a few meters from where they had been hiding so that Naomi could see
him. He hid behind a large boulder while Dutch flew up to the top of the ridge to
Alex’s previous lookout position and waited. He was using his jammer so there was
little possibility that the convoy would spot him from this far away.
Alex waited tensely for the convoy to make its way into their trap. There
could be no mistakes this time. Once the last of the four large transports entered the
blast zone, Alex hit one of the buttons on the device that he held in his hand. A loud
explosion was heard from about five miles away. This was their diversion.
The blast instantly caught the convoy’s attention as the six escorts were
immediately dispatched to investigate the disturbance. The small drones rose into
the air and sped off into the distance. The convoy stopped moving and waited for
their return as per protocol. That was what Alex had been waiting for. He waited a
little longer until the escort drones were well out of sight before pressing the other
button on the detonator, which he held in his hand.
The road beneath the convoy trembled violently and exploded as the four
heavy trucks were heaved into the air and came crashing back down on all fours.
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The ground below them then caved in, creating a series of craters in between the
trucks and causing their front or rear ends to sink into the sand. The last of the four
trucks was blown over onto its side, making it impossible for them to escape. They
were boxed in.
“Go!” Alex signaled to Dutch while jumping from his hiding spot and
running towards the downed convoy. They only had a few minutes left before the
escort drones returned. They needed to make every second count. Spotting him,
the gunners on the roof of the two middle trucks immediately started firing at him.
Dutch stood up on the ridge and watched while Alex drew their fire. Now it was his
turn.
Holding his arms out in front of him, he waited as the two cannons once
again formed on his forearms. These were different from the EMP cannons he had
used in New Town. These were plasma cannons and they packed one hell of a
punch. Taking aim on the two gunners, Dutch quickly fired two bursts of bright
yellow plasma energy at them. The first blast slammed into the second truck and
blew a large hole in the roof. The second blast caught the gunner of the third truck
squarely in the chest and vaporized him completely. The truck’s gun turret remained
intact.
The first truck’s gun was facing downward at an awkward angle due to the
hole that the front end of the truck was slumped into. The last truck was turned over
on its side and the gun was facing in the opposite direction. Deciding that neither
of these would pose a problem to them, he flew down the ridge to join Alex, who
was in the process of dispatching the drivers of the vehicles before they could send
a distress signal.
The driver of the first truck had been killed in the blast as his truck came
crashing down into the hole in which it now lay. The guard that was riding shotgun
with him was also dead. The second and third truck drivers and guards were still
alive and in the process of escaping from their vehicles when he caught up to them.
Catching the second truck’s guard as he crawled out of the transport and raised his
weapon to shoot, Alex quickly punched him across the face and hooked his arm
around the man’s gun as the guard from the third truck took aim on him.
Spinning to his right, Alex used guard number two’s captured gun to
dispatch guard number three by blasting two holes in him. The man fell to the
ground in a heap. Turning his attention to guard number two, who was still entangled
in his grasp, Alex caught him with a solid reverse elbow with his right arm before
snatching his gun away from him and clubbing him across the face with the butt of
it. The man hit the deck.
Spying the driver of truck number two directly on the opposite side of the
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vehicle, Alex quickly brought the gun up and fired a shot through the truck’s cabin,
catching the guard squarely in the head. The man’s head exploded in a gory mess as
his body fell backwards onto the ground.
Driver number three was trying to escape when Dutch came crashing down
on top of him heels first. The man’s entire spine was crushed as Dutch used him for
a temporary landing pad and slammed his body into the ground with such force that
he almost completely buried the poor guy. The body lay motionless, face down in
the sand.
The guard and driver of the fourth truck were both trying to scramble out
of the window on the driver’s side of their overturned truck when Dutch caught up
to them and dispatched them with his halberd. Those were the last two. Turning to
Alex, he signaled that the coast was clear. Alex signaled back by raising his fingers
and indicating that he’d made three kills. Dutch raised his fingers triumphantly,
indicating that he had made five.
“Ok, you’re up,” Alex whispered into his headset to Naomi, who had been
awaiting his signal.
“On my way,” the young girl responded, making her way towards their
position. Alex hoped that none of the trucks’ security systems had been triggered
during the commotion. Signaling to Dutch, he pointed to the ridge on their right
side. Dutch immediately acknowledged and flew up to the top to assume a lookout
position for the returning escorts. Naomi joined them a few seconds later.
“Make it quick,” Alex instructed opening the door of the third truck, the
only one whose cabin hadn’t taken that much damage during the fight, and helping
her into the seat.
“You got it. I should be done in a few minutes,” she replied whilst pulling a
small cable from the computer on her forearm and jacking herself into the transport’s
data link. This done, she quickly began typing commands into the computer’s
keypad as data began to scroll down her holographic display screen.
“Let me know if you have any trouble, I’m going to check out the cargo.
Might find something useful,” Alex declared, leaving her to work in private.
“Ok, but be careful,” she warned again, giving him a quick concerned
glance. “Don’t worry, just see what you can find, will you? I’ll be back in a bit.”
Alex assured her before leaving.
Glancing at the structural damage truck two had taken from Dutch’s plasma
rifles, he decided that he would start with truck number four. Walking to the end
of the overturned truck, he carefully put his ear to the heavy metal door to see if
he could detect any movement on the other side. He heard nothing. Feeling that it
was safe, he slowly released the outer locks and opened the left door by pulling
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upwards.
Stooping down to get a better view of the trucks dark interior and the cargo
it held, he was just in time to be greeted by a very hard boot to the face. The force
of the kick sent him sprawling backwards across the desert floor.
Rolling quickly to his feet he shook the surprise attack off and immediately
slid into a fighting stance as his new enemy slowly began to emerge from the cargo
hold. A very strange feeling suddenly crept up on him as the hand continued to
push the door open. He was about to call for Dutch when a small black boot left the
transport and stepped onto the sand followed by a very beautiful young girl.
Caught totally off guard by this Alex took a surprised step backwards. “A
girl? What the hell is she doing here?” he thought aloud. The girl quickly exited the
truck’s cargo hold and glared at him defiantly. He could tell that she was pissed.
“Wait…” he stammered trying to explain the current situation to her. The
girl wasn’t the least bit interested in his excuses, which she proved by instantly
attacking him.
The girl launched a quick and hard right roundhouse kick to his face, which
Alex just barely managed to dodge. Reacting promptly, the girl brought her
kicking leg down and caught him with a rapid combo of kicks to his right
knee and chest with her opposite leg, causing him to stagger slightly. She finished
the combo with a lightning-fast back-spinning roundhouse kick to the side of his
face with her right heel. The blow caught him solidly in the chin.
She’s quick! Alex noted, forcing himself to recover from the attack.
Though the girl was much smaller and physically weaker than him, it was obvious
that she was no novice when it came to hand-to-hand combat. Her skill and speed
more than made up for her lack of strength. She also had a very distinct advantage
over him because Alex had never really had to fight a girl before, especially not one
as beautiful as this one.
He had always thought of himself as a superior fighter and had often
shunned the idea of ever having to do serious combat with a female. Because of
his strength and fighting experience, he always thought that girls were naturally no
match for him in combat. Now he was rapidly being taught exactly how wrong that
assumption really was. This particular girl was quickly making mincemeat out of
him.
Sensing that she had caught him off guard, the girl continued her assault.
Following her previous kick through with her right foot still in the air, she twisted
her supple body and crossed her right arm in front of her face as her left arm
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naturally dropped to a guard position around her midsection. She needed to finish
this quickly.
Closing her eyes she briefly channeled her internal ki into the palm of her
right hand and focused on the air around her. Suddenly small droplets of water
began to grow and swirl around her hand as the air around her was condensed to
liquid form. Once this was completed, she focused even harder, causing the flowing
water around her hand to rest in her palm, forming a strange liquefied silhouette.
Using her inherited ability to control water particles as well as its temperature,
the girl froze the liquid into a very dense alien form of unbreakable ice. The water
in her hand transformed into a pair of razor sharp butterfly swords made of ice.
Glancing at her enemy, the girl targeted his exposed neck and swung the
blades in a quick arcing motion towards his throat. The blades missed his throat by
mere inches as he quickly dodged them, but he was slashed deeply across his right
shoulder instead.
Alex grimaced in pain as the blades bit into his skin. He hadn’t even seen
her remove the weapons from where she had been hiding them. To him it seemed
like they just appeared out of thin air. Spinning away from her, Alex looked at the
two long parallel gashes in his shoulder. He suddenly came to the realization that
this crazy bitch really was trying to kill him! Having realized this, his judgment
slowly began to overcome his pride and his surprise began to give way to his anger.
He had never purposely hit a girl before, but he was going to make an exception for
this one!
Surprised that he had managed to dodge the lethal attack, the girl separated
the twin blades and now held one in each hand. She charged him again, slashing
fiercely at his throat before stabbing viciously at his face with the blade in her right
hand. Alex dodged to the left while parrying the stab to the right of his face with his
left palm. Turning the blade horizontally, the girl countered by slicing at his throat
again in a reverse arcing motion. Alex ducked beneath the blade as a few of his
hairs were cut from his head due to their sharpness.
The girl was impressed. She had never met someone who could dodge her
blades before. There was definitely more to this guy than she’d originally thought.
Slashing at his injured right shoulder again with the blade in her left hand, she
watched in disbelief as Alex skillfully blocked the blade with his armored right
forearm. Steam began to rise from the sword as the heat from his armor conflicted
with the rigid coldness of the blade. Seeing her surprise, Alex used the chance to
launch an attack of his own.
Reaching past the blade he’d just blocked, he roughly grabbed her attacking
arm and pulled her off balance while stepping into her with his left foot and punching
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her squarely in the nerve between her left shoulder and collarbone with his free left
hand. The girl groaned in pain while losing her concentration and dropping the
sword in her left hand.
Aiming for her face, Alex threw a heavy right cross at her chin with his
right hand. He was hoping to stun her. The girl managed to dodge the blow by
spinning in the same direction as his fist zipped past her nose. Using his natural arm
extension to her advantage, she blocked upwards with her left arm while spinning
through his attack, forcing him to temporarily lose balance and creating an opening
in his midsection.
She finished the spin block with a fierce spin slash to his exposed midsection
using the sword in her right hand. There was a solid metallic ‘clang’ sound as her
blade met the armor covering his torso. Alex was lucky that time. If it hadn’t been
for the armor covering his midsection, she would have gutted him like a fish.
Determined not to give her chance to attack, he forcefully knocked the
second blade from her hand with his left hand and grabbed her roughly by her long
black hair with his right. The girl shrieked in pain as he jerked her head backwards.
True, it was a cheap trick, but if it would keep her off of him for a bit so he wasn’t
going to regret it too much. For a second he thought he had her at a disadvantage as
she struggled to free herself from his grasp. That was when he found out about her
other skills.
Grabbing his attacking hand that was tangled in her hair, the girl gracefully
twirled her beautiful body, pulling him off balance and catching him in a very
painful reverse arm lock in one smooth motion. Locking his captured right arm
behind his head with his elbow pointing skyward beside his head, the girl, using
her leverage, tripped him with her back right foot and slammed him backwards.
Alex landed headfirst into the ground. The attack should have broken his neck and
shoulder. It didn’t. Instead, it just made him angrier.
Releasing her hold, the girl was about to deliver a stiff palm punch to his
exposed chin when Alex nimbly rolled backwards and caught her with a heavy
boot to the back of her head. She hit the ground hard as Alex rolled to a kneeling
position. He was grasping his right shoulder in agony. Recovering, the girl forced
herself to her feet. She could see that he wasn’t too happy.
“Ok, that does it!” Alex growled, his rage taking control. No more kiddy
gloves for this chick. He was going to pound her to dust! A strange feeling swept
over the girl as she felt his internal energy suddenly start to increase. A stinging
feeling slowly penetrated her left shoulder blade. Just then, she noticed a distinct
red mark on Alex’s left arm as the mysterious symbol on his shoulder began to glow
brightly in accordance with his rising energy pattern. A sense of familiarity flowed
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through her, briefly breaking her concentration. She dropped her guard.
She was about to say something when Alex teleported behind her and caught
her with a hard backhand slap to the side of her face. He was so angry that he never
even noticed the burning sensation in his left shoulder. The girl screamed in pain as
the attack sent her rolling across the desert sand.
Picking herself up from the ground slowly, she gently rubbed the back of
her neck and tried to shake the ringing sensation from her head. Alex was on her
in seconds. Forcing herself to recover, the girl quickly blocked a fierce series of
kicks specifically designed to take her head off before rolling out of the way of
another one and putting some distance between them. Her head still ached from
his previous attack. This was the first time she had ever fought anyone who had the
ability to teleport. She hadn’t even seen him move.
The attack had caught her totally off guard. Even so, she couldn’t help but
feel a strong sense of familiarity with him. However, she had little time to ponder
the connection any further as Alex pressed his attack. He was completely pissed off
now and she knew that there was nothing she could do to stop his rage. Having no
other choice, the girl quickly took the offensive.
The battle raged between them for a short while as both of them, displaying
a variety of different fighting skills, pummeled each other relentlessly. While Alex’s
fighting style was more aggressive in nature, using a lot of strikes, counterstrikes,
and kicks, he found that her fighting style was more soft and flowing. While lacking
nothing in the departments of speed and power considering her weight and body
structure, he found that her style mainly used a lot of counterstrikes, throws, locks
and takedowns much like traditional jujutsu.
During the course of their fight, Alex found himself on the ground more
than once. What her style had in speed and agility, she lacked in brute strength and
power. Since they were both almost equally skilled in their respective styles, the
fight actually turned out to be pretty even.
Alex had to admit that this girl was giving him a run for his money in
every sense of the word. He had never expected to find a human opponent that
could compete with him on an even level, much less a girl. There was much more to
her than he ever would have thought. She was thinking the exact same thing about
him as well. Though both of them were seriously trying to kill each other, the fact of
the matter was that they were both beginning to enjoy themselves just a little bit.
At one point the girl caught him with a particularly devastating move. As he
rushed to attack her, she somehow temporarily transformed herself into a ghost and
ran straight through his body. Alex screamed in pain while an electric jolt of energy
shot through him, leaving him doubled over and temporarily paralyzed as the girl’s
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body passed effortlessly through his own like a ghost.
Returning to her normal physical state. She glanced at him. It was just as
she thought. That technique would have instantly killed a normal man. There was
definitely something different about this one. Refusing him time to recover, she
gracefully spun to her left while raising her left foot high above her head before
delivering a heavy axe kick to the top of his. Alex crumbled to the desert floor in a
heap.
“Phase-through technique,” the girl named her technique speaking for the
first time as she slid into a distinct fighting stance. Alex slowly picked himself off
the ground. That was one hell of an attack. He still hadn’t fully recovered from it,
but he could see from the way that she was breathing that using it required a lot of
energy on her part.
Sensing her temporary weakness, he attacked again. Using the same move
she had used earlier when she still had one sword, the girl spun with the momentum
of his punch and blocked upward while ducking and spinning under his armpit
and delivering a hard spinning left punch to his stomach. It was a mistake that she
instantly regretted as her bare fist collided with the thick and burning hot red armor
covering his torso.
Alex watched in amusement as she stood there grasping and rubbing her
damaged knuckles with her face contorted in pain. He could tell that she’d really
hurt herself that time and was on the verge of tears. Watching the scene, he couldn’t
help but laugh at her predicament. This of course made her angrier. The girl glared
at him before launching a fierce right side kick to his face.
Dropping below the attack, Alex swept her supporting leg from under her
and sent her crashing to the floor with a solid ‘thump’. The girl rolled backwards
before executing a back handspring to distance herself from her enemy. There was
no way she was going to let him get the last laugh. Channeling energy into her open
right palm she waited for the right moment to unleash her attack.
Sensing danger and noticing a bright blue glow coming from her right hand
Alex instinctively charged up a fireball. He could have sworn that he had seen a
strange blue mark glowing on her left shoulder blade through a rip in the dark red
jumpsuit she was wearing as she rolled backwards. Just then, she attacked.
Flinging her right hand out in front of her, the girl released a bright blue
bolt of super-cold energy at her enemy who, much to her surprise, countered with a
projectile of his own. Alex released his fireball just in time to counter her attack.
The two energies collided and exploded in a haze of light as they cancelled each
other out. When the light faded, millions of tiny glowing red and blue particles
rained down to the desert sand between them. The two combatants just stopped and
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stared at each other.
“Alex, talk to me buddy. What’s going on down there? Are you ok?” Dutch’s
voice came into Alex’s earpiece. Considering everything he’d just been
through, he was surprised he hadn’t completely lost the thing.
“Everything’s cool now, I think, but get down here, ok? Something just
came up,” Alex replied slowly, still keeping his eyes on the girl in front of him. He
still couldn’t believe that she was so powerful.
“Hey, what’s going on back there?” Naomi’s voice came into his earpiece.
“Nothing, how’s it coming along?” Alex replied sensing her worry.
“Almost done,” Naomi stated, still working furiously at her computer.
“Good, keep on it,” Alex instructed. “Dutch, you copy?” he asked into his
mouthpiece.
“On my way,” Dutch responded, abandoning his lookout position and flying
down the side of the ridge.
The mystery girl also rose to her feet. She was eyeing him with the utmost
suspicion. Being semi-telepathic, she found that while he wasn’t fighting she could
almost read his thoughts a little bit.
Looking behind her, she found that he was speaking to another girl located
in the third transport who was currently engaged in some very heavy mental activity.
His other companion was a man of great size with a mysterious past. She could
easily read the minds of the other two because they seemed to be regular humans
for the most part. But this particular man’s mind was much stronger than theirs and
offered a lot more resistance to her mental probes. She noticed that when they were
fighting, she could barely read his mind at all because his rising ki level resisted her
mental abilities. She had never met anyone like him before. She stared at him in
wonder. Once again a sense of familiarity flowed through her.
Dutch rapidly made his way down the side of the ridge. He was curious
to know what type of trouble his partner had gotten himself into during his brief
absence. He was halfway down the ridge when his sensors picked up on movement
behind him. Checking his radar, he spotted six small objects closing in on their
position. It was the escorts!
Having investigated the disturbance caused by the explosion Alex had used
to distract them and finding nothing, the six drones were now following protocol
and returning back to their assigned positions. Sensing the structural damage that
the transports had sustained in their absence and detecting several unidentified heat
signatures nearby, the escorts immediately identified them as hostile and switched
to combat mode.
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“Shit! Alex, we have incoming!” Dutch screamed a warning into his headset
as the six stealthy drones quickly appeared over the horizon and immediately
attacked him. Dodging a flurry of laser fire, Dutch skillfully flipped onto his back
while flying and took aim on the first two drones coming up from behind him.
Using the cannons on his forearms, he blasted them to dust. The other four drones
pressed their attack.
Seeing his friend was in serious trouble, Alex forgot about the girl and
launched a fireball into the midst of the four remaining drones, destroying one of
them. Two of the remaining drones instantly turned on him and started heading
his way while the last one continued its aerial dogfight with Dutch, who easily
dispatched it with another blast from his cannons.
“Dutch, you ok?” Alex asked, tightening the earpiece into his ear as the
remaining two drones sped towards him.
“Yeah,” Dutch replied. “Where’s Naomi?” he asked quickly.
“Still in the third truck, Nao, how’s that data link coming?” Alex asked,
preparing to fire another blast of energy into the oncoming drones. Sensing his
upcoming attack, the two drones split up and changed their attack vectors in order
to sandwich him in between them.
“Almost done,” Naomi replied.
“Hurry it up!” Alex urged before turning his attention to Dutch, who was
now the one closest to her position. “Dutch, you cover Naomi until she gets done.
I’ll draw their fire,” Alex instructed as one of the drones increased its speed and
came down on top of him spitting laser fire. He barely dived out of the way in time.
Coming to his feet, he saw that the mysterious girl was trapped in between the two
drones, which quickly closed in on her position. He had completely forgotten about
her.
The drones simultaneously opened up, catching her in a deadly crossfire
of green lasers. She was about to dodge when Alex suddenly appeared from
nowhere and tackled her to the ground, shielding her body with his own. The ground
exploded around them as the lasers missed them both by mere inches. The drones
zoomed over them and immediately started coming around for another pass.
Rising to his knees, Alex looked over his shoulder and noted the drones’
positions. It wouldn’t take them long to get another lock on them. Looking down,
he noticed that the young girl was staring at him in a very strange manner. At that
moment her overwhelming beauty suddenly struck him while he gazed back into
her soft blue eyes. For some reason, he began to feel a very strong connection to her
as well.
Shaking himself from his trance, he noticed that the drones were almost on
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top of them. He didn’t have much time to lose. “Come on!” he shouted, grabbing
the girl by her hand and springing to his feet.
“Hey!” she cried, quickly getting her legs under her and trying to keep up
with his pace as he bounded across the desert with her in tow. Though she objected,
she didn’t resist his grasp. The drones were hot on their trail as they raced across
the desert floor. He had to buy Naomi enough time to finish so he figured that using
himself and the mystery girl as bait to draw them away from her would do the job
just as well as anything else he could think of on the fly.
“Almost there…” Naomi said to herself, hacking as fast as she possibly
could to counter the data link’s security system and break into its database. She
could tell from the way Alex had sounded on the headset that he was taking a lot of
heat. She had to finish quickly.
“You finished yet?” Dutch asked, running up to the door of the transport and
scaring the living daylights out of her.
“Almost. Come on you piece of shit, work!” she cried in frustration. Just
then, as if in answer to her request, the final security lock failed and the transport’s
data began to stream rapidly down her holographic display, pouring into her
computer’s memory.
“Dutch, there’s no time! You guys get the hell out of there. We’ll come back
to it later after I shake these guys!” Alex instructed while he and his temporary
companion continued to evade their pursuers.
“But it’s not finished yet…The locks are disabled but the data download is
still going,” Naomi protested, staring at the data now steaming across her screen. It
would take a few more minutes for the download to complete. Alex couldn’t wait
that long.
“Dutch…” Alex called, expectint that his comrade knew exactly what to do
in this particular situation.
“You heard the man beautiful, let’s go!” Dutch said sternly, pulling the small
girl firmly yet gently from the truck’s cabin and slinging her over his shoulder.
“But what about the data?” Naomi cried in protest, watching the data
continue to scroll.
“Don’t worry, it’ll be here when we get back.”
“What about Alex? Aren’t we going to help him?” she cried, struggling
in vain to free herself from his grasp. “Don’t worry, he can take care of himself,”
Dutch stated confidently, turning and sprinting towards their hidden transport
located on the other side of the ridge. He desperately hoped that his confidence in
his friend’s abilities would pay off.
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Alex continued to run. However, he had been so preoccupied with talking to
his comrades that he had lost track of the drones’ positions. Having split up again,
the machines once again closed in on him and the girl from the sides. Seeing the
trap just in time, the girl quickly jerked him backwards and threw him forcefully to
the ground. Losing her balance in the process, she fell on top of him. Alex watched
as a neat trail of laser fire obliterated the area he’d just been standing in. It looked
like she had returned the favor for him saving her earlier.
The girl quickly glanced over her right shoulder as the drone adjusted its
flight path and locked on to them once again. Not giving it a chance to fire, the girl
raised her right hand and fired a quick bright blue blast of dense super-cold water
into it. The blast slammed into the drone with the force of a high-powered laser and
completely destroyed it.
Alex wasn’t paying attention. Spying the last drone speeding towards them,
he also raised his right hand in the opposite direction that hers was pointing and
fired a fiery red ball of energy into it. Both drones exploded at the exact same
time.
Sighing heavily, Alex relaxed his head in the soft sand. Looking forward,
he noticed that the girl was still on top of him in a semi-straddled position. His left
arm was wrapped around her small, yet very toned, waist. Looking from where he
had just blasted the last drone, the girl looked down and noticed that he was staring
at her. Never in his life had Alex ever seen a girl that was so beautiful. She stared
briefly back into his eyes as a strange feeling began to come over her. Although
he was a little rugged and rough around the edges, she couldn’t help but find him
extremely attractive. Something in his dark brown eyes captivated her.
Realizing that his vest was wide open and her left hand was resting on his
bare chest, she slowly began to stand. Using her hand for support she deliberately
trailed it down his muscular chest and hard-packed washboard-like stomach, softly
and carefully tracing every line while trying not to make him suspicious as to what
she was actually doing. She noticed a series of long slashes across his chest from
his previous battle with Kristofferson. They were almost completely healed now.
Coming in contact with the thick red armor wrapped around his lower abdomen,
she noticed that it now seemed to radiate a gentle warmth as opposed to the intense
heat she had felt when she punched him.
Sensing that he was becoming suspicious of her movements, she quickly
slid his arm from around her waist and stood up. Snapping out of his trance, Alex
also stood up and began to brush the coarse sand from his arms. The girl didn’t
move but instead stood there watching him and waiting for him to finish. She was
about to question him when he abruptly cut her off.
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“We’d better move. There’s no telling if they got a distress beacon off
or not,” he said, checking the headset to make sure he hadn’t lost it in all of the
commotion. “Dutch, are you and Naomi safe?” he asked, once again glancing up
into the girl’s soft blue eyes before quickly diverting his gaze to the sand below.
She was beginning to get the distinct feeling that she was would be going with him
wherever he and his companions were heading to next.
“We’re ok. Where are you?” Dutch’s voice responded.
“I’m on my way. Meet me back at the convoy. Once Naomi finishes her
download we’ll take the speeder and head out,” Alex instructed.
At the word ‘speeder’, the mystery girl’s eyes slightly brightened as a plan
began to form in her head. If all else failed and she didn’t get the answers she was
looking for, she could always just kill him and his companions and take whatever
transportation and goods they had. It would beat walking back home.
Of course having been locked in the back of truck number three for more
than a few days, she really had no clue where she was at the moment. It would
take her a while to get her bearings. Until then, she would see what she could find
about the mysterious guy standing in front of her and try to find out what he and his
companions were engaged in. They might have information that could be of some
use to her.
“Follow me,” Alex signaled to her, turning around and walking to where his
companions were waiting for him. Though he appeared calm and unconcerned, the
girl didn’t believe for one second that he trusted her. She could tell he was keeping
one eye on her as they walked just in case she suddenly got the urge to attack him
again from behind.
While the thought had crossed her mind, she thought it would be best to just
stay quiet and play along for now until she could find out more from him before she
made any sudden moves.
Though his moves were slightly slower than hers, he had proven that they
were pretty much equally matched in hand-to-hand combat and she still had no
clue as to the true extent or nature of his abilities. Even during their previous battle,
she could tell that he was still holding back a lot when he was fighting her. It
would be best to study him and his companions more to find their weaknesses
before she made any other moves, so for now she just decided to follow along as he
instructed.
Dutch eagerly greeted Alex when he reached the rendezvous point. Naomi
was back inside convoy truck number two working to complete her download. She
had no clue as to how long it would take. She glanced at Alex with a relieved smile.
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“Still working on it,” he could tell that they had both been worried about him. He
was about to tell them about the mystery girl he had found when she appeared
around the corner behind him. Reacting quickly, both Dutch and Naomi raised their
weapons.
“No, wait. She’s with me,” Alex admitted somewhat sheepishly while
lowering Dutch’s raised arm cannon, which was pointed straightly at the girl’s
head. He had been thinking on the way back to the truck exactly how he was going
to explain this to his comrades. He finally decided on just telling them the truth.
“I found her locked in the back of the last truck when I was checking it out,” he
explained as the girl continued to approach. Her manner was completely carefree
and calm as she walked towards them.
“I see,” Dutch commented absently as he found himself staring at the
gorgeous young girl standing in front of them. Giving her a quick but thorough
once-over he too found himself struck speechless by her beauty.
From what he could tell about her physically, she appeared to be about
the same age as Alex. Her long, flowing black hair went perfectly with her lightly
tanned complexion and soft light blue eyes. Judging from her very toned and
vivaciously sexy build as well as her facial features, he guessed that ethnically, she
was probably at least a quarter Latino and Asian mix.
The dark red jumpsuit and long black boots she was wearing accented her
beautiful facial features and form. Though she and Naomi were about the same
height, this girl’s figure was far more well-endowed and perfectly curved in all of
the right places. The beauty that she possessed was almost supernatural. The way
the wind blew through her hair made her look even more like a goddess on Earth as
she strolled softly across the sand.
Hearing a slight throat clearing sound to his left, he glanced over to Naomi,
who was now giving him a stare that could burn through lead from inside of the
truck’s cabin. It was obvious that she was jealous.
“Well, it’s good to see you’re still in one piece. You kinda had us worried,
Sparky,” Dutch quickly added, turning his full attention to Alex while feigning deep
concern for his friend’s safety so that Naomi wouldn’t think that he was eyeing the
mystery girl in front of him. Of course she didn’t buy it, but she decided to let it go
for now. Her face softened.
“Your name’s ‘Sparky’?” the mystery girl questioned with a laugh while
cocking her eyebrow and eyeing Alex curiously as he turned to face her. His face
was beginning to turn a little red from embarrassment.
“No,” he replied as directly as possible. He was determined not to give
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her any information about himself before he got what he wanted out of her. It was
rather pointless. Using her telepathic abilities, the girl had already learned what his
real name was. Telepathy definitely had its advantages, but while she could manage
to get some small information from him that way, his mind was still too strong to
get any detailed information. For that, she would have to stick around and wait.
“What about you, you got a name?” Alex asked looking her straight in the
eye. Now it was his turn to ask the questions.
“Of course, my name’s Shannon,” she replied as honestly as possible. For
some reason she knew that he was well trained in interrogation tactics. He’d be able
to see if she was lying to him or not. “Do you have a real name or should I just call
you ‘Sparky’?” she asked, looking back at him.
“Sparky’s fine for him,” Dutch interrupted, seeing a good opening for a
joke.
“Can it, Tin Man!” Alex shot back quickly, glaring at him. “Name’s Alex,”
he replied before continuing and introducing his companions. “This is Naomi,” he
said pointing to the young girl working in the truck to his right.
“Nice to meet you,” the younger girl waved, paying the new girl little to no
attention at all as she busily worked at her computer, trying to decode the data she
was receiving.
“And the walking trashcan is Dutch,” Alex said, pointing to his armored
comrade and completing the introductions.
“Bite me, flame boy!” Dutch quipped at the insult.
“Lots of love here, are you two brothers or something?” Shannon asked
curiously. The two of them certainly reminded her of siblings with the way they
squabbled with each other.
“Déjà vu, anyone?” Naomi laughed, remembering her previous comment.
The two men shot both her and the new girl a ‘shut the hell up!’ glare before letting
the comment slide. Looking at the new girl, Naomi immediately began to feel at
ease because of the way she carried herself.
“Shannon, huh? Mind telling us what the hell you were doing in the back of
this convoy?” Alex said, returning back to his interrogation.
“I’ll tell you later, but right now I think we should go somewhere a little
safer,” Shannon replied calmly.
“I second that. Reinforcements could arrive any minute. Guys, this thing’s
got a heck of a lot of information stored in it. It might take me a while to finish
downloading it,” Naomi said, slowly studying the seemingly endless stream of data
flowing into her computer.
“How long?” Alex asked impatiently.
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“I don’t know,” she confessed.
“Not good,” he responded, knowing that it would be dangerous for them to
stay there much longer.
“Well it’s about to get even worse. There’s a sandstorm approaching from
the south. It’ll be on us in about twenty minutes,” Dutch informed him, picking up
on the large storm heading their way. He had detected it when he was on top of the
ridge looking for the escorts.
“What’s our current position?” Shannon spoke up finally. She was still
trying to get her bearings. Alex looked at her. She must have been stuck in that
transport for quite some time if she had no clue which sector she was in or how
much distance they’d covered while she was with them.
“Sector 23,” Dutch responded.
“I thought this pass looked familiar,” Shannon whispered aloud. Actually,
she was very close to where she needed to be, a lot closer than she’d originally
thought anyway. “In that case, I think I know of just the place you guys might be
able to wait the storm out, but we have to move quickly and be careful, especially
now that it’s evening time. The place does have some Shi’aki activity,” Shannon
warned.
“Is it far from here?” Dutch asked, becoming more interested.
“No, it’s in Sector 22, northwest of here beyond that ridge. I’ll take you
there,” she replied.
“Then I guess it’s Plan B,” Alex stated casually. He had originally planned
to take the convoy out, download the data they needed, and just leave the trucks
behind, but seeing as now Naomi hadn’t finished what she was doing and they
couldn’t just simply remove the data link from the truck, they were going to just
have to take the whole thing with them until Naomi could finish. “Dutch, help me
move this truck, we’re going to take it with us until Naomi can finish,” Alex told
the others his plan.
“Good, that will give me a chance to go through this data I’ve downloaded
and find out where that shipment was going,” Naomi anticipated.
“What about the tracking beacon?” Dutch asked doubtfully.
“Got it covered,” Naomi replied confidently, holding up a small transponder
device that she had made.
This transponder was directly connected to the computer on her forearm.
It served two purposes. Firstly, it was programmed to send a signal to whichever
Shi’aki relay station was tracking the convoy’s progress. The signal that it sent was
a dummy one that actually ran through her computer which showed that the convoy
was still on course to its programmed destination. So no matter where the trucks
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actually were in reality, the Shi’aki would see them as being on course to their
original destination.
The signal from her fake transponder automatically detected the signals
from the transponders of the other trucks in the convoy and synced their signals to
her broadcast frequency via remote. This made it appear that all four of the trucks
in the convoy were sending the same exact signal from the exact same location, as
they should have been. Unless they had somehow managed to send out a distress
beacon during the raid, it would take the Shi’aki days to figure out that something
had happened to the convoy.
Secondly, the transponder was also a sensor designed to warn her if the
Shi’aki managed to locate the remains of the convoy ahead of schedule. If that
happened, they would have to scrap their current plans fairly quickly because their
codes would become useless, as well as the transport they were now planning to
steal.
“Great, now that it’s all settled, I think we should get out of here. I don’t
know about you guys, but I don’t want to be here when that storm hits,” Shannon
interrupted, sensing the change of wind. Dutch’s conclusion had been right on the
money and she had no protective clothing that would help her if she were caught in
the middle of the storm that was coming.
“What makes you think we trust you that much?” Alex asked, remembering
that she had attacked him when they first met. The rest of the group looked at him.
Though her idea did sound very tempting, even she had to admit that he did have a
very good point. It would take more than just words to convince him that she was
sincere about helping them. Looking at the truck, she noticed a long coil of rope on
the inside. Saying nothing, she grabbed it and handed it to him.
Understanding the idea, Alex stood there and pondered it for a brief
moment. The thought of tying her up did make him feel a little uncomfortable,
especially if she really was sincere in trying to help them find a safe place to hang
out, but then again he had discovered how crafty she could be when they were
fighting. He’d better not take any chances until he could be sure of her intentions.
Grabbing her gently by the hands he slowly and carefully began to tie her
wrist as Naomi and Dutch looked on solemnly. He could tell that no one was really
in favor of tying her up. She just seemed to have an air of honesty about her. But
until he knew more, Alex thought it was for the best. The girl didn’t resist at all
as she stood there and allowed herself to be tied. She slightly winced in pain and
bit her lip as he tightened the knot a little too tightly. Feeling her discomfort, he
loosened it slightly.
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The two continued to stare at each other briefly as the connection between
them seemed to grow even more. He finished tying her before turning his attention
to the truck and signaling Naomi to get out of it. The younger girl jumped down
from the truck. He handed her the other end of the rope that Shannon was tied
with.
He didn’t think for one second that those bonds could really hold her if she
wanted to break free, especially considering the `ghost` trick she had pulled on him
earlier, but it was the symbolism of trust that made him feel better. Jumping into the
driver’s seat, he precariously maneuvered truck number three from its sandwiched
position between trucks two and four.
“Ok, finished. Everyone get into the truck. I’ll drive, Shannon, you tell me
how to get to where we’re doing. Dutch, you and Naomi are shotgun,” he instructed,
looking around to see if they had forgotten anything.
“What about my speeder?” Naomi frowned looking at her beloved creation.
She had worked on it for such a long time, and it was one of the only things she had
left that was dear to her. They couldn’t just leave it here. Although a little irritated,
Alex understood how she felt.
“Can it fit in the back?” He asked Dutch who was standing by the truck’s
rear door. Opening the door, Dutch found that it was stuffed full of parts. Nothing
else would fit in there. “Nope.” He confirmed. “Ok.” Naomi pouted hanging her
head in sorrow. Alex couldn’t take it. She had already lost a lot that day, no need to
make her lose anything else if it could be helped.
“Dutch, you and Naomi have the truck. I’ll lead with Shannon on Nao`s
speeder,” he revised jumping down from the truck. The younger girl smiled at him
gratefully. “You keep working on that data link,” he patted her on the shoulder.
“You softy,” Dutch smiled accusingly.
“Shut up and drive,” Alex quipped while Naomi handed him the rope and
jumped eagerly into the truck. Dutch climbed in the driver’s seat.
“You do know how to drive this thing, don’t you?” Alex asked with a hint
of concern as his partner took the wheel. “I know what I’m doing. Why don’t you
go jump on your bicycle, junior, and let the big boys drive the big rigs, ok?” Dutch
scowled at him in mock irritation.
“Just trying to make sure you know that the key hole’s only designed to fit
keys. Wouldn’t want you to get any sudden mating urges while you’re driving this
big manly hunk of machine,” Alex retorted with a grin. Dutch raised the back of
his hand in a ‘bitch-slap’ posture. Naomi laughed. Dutch looked at her and smiled,
realizing that since Alex would be using the speeder, that left him and Naomi alone
in the cabin.
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Mating urges, huh? he thought to himself counting off the endless
possibilities. Not while driving, he frowned, turning on the truck engine. “Ok, you
lead, we’ll follow,” he said. Alex jumped down from the truck as it rose from the
ground and floated on its repulsors.
“Let’s go,” he instructed to Shannon. He led gently by her bound hands
to the small speeder parked on the opposite side of the ridge and climbing onto
the driver’s platform before helping Shannon up and positioning her behind him.
Having nothing to hold onto for support, she lifted his vest and grabbed on to the
back of his belt.
Turning the craft around, Alex throttled up and navigated his way around
the ridge to join Dutch and Naomi, who were waiting for them on the other side.
His original plan for after they had hit the convoy was to turn around and take the
data all the way back to Tristan in Sector 36. That way they could have a nice semisafe place to rest up while Naomi found out where the transport was going and
they planned their next move. While the place would provide them with a certain
amount of safety, it was very far away from their current position and even further
from Sector 28, if that was indeed where the convoy had been headed.
He wasn’t too thrilled about the idea of having to travel back and forth
between sectors like that, but if what Shannon was saying were true, then Sector 22
would be a much better place for them to hang out and plan their next move.
He was a little concerned about taking the truck with them because of the
possibility that it could be tracked to wherever they were going until he remembered
that a sandstorm was coming. That would be just what they needed to sufficiently
cover their tracks. If they were lucky, it might even bury the entire convoy in the
process, making it harder to find visually if the Shi’aki ever came looking for it.
“That way,” Shannon whispered into his ear leaning forward. It would be
hard for him to hear her once he increased the speed, especially if they couldn’t
outrun the storm, so she’d have to stay close to him and yell loud enough for him to
hear her directions. Gunning the engine, he started in the direction she’d indicated.
Dutch and Naomi followed them in the truck.
They had been traveling for about two minutes when he sped over a very
steep sand dune. Loosing her grip on his belt on the way down, the girl screamed as
she lost her balance and began to fall off the speeder. Sensing her danger, he quickly
reached back with one hand and steadied her while navigating more slowly with his
free hand.
Once they were safely down the hill, he temporarily stopped the speeder
and looked at her to make sure she was ok. She thanked him gratefully as her
face turned red with embarrassment. Falling off a speeder was not her idea of fun,
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especially not at the speed he had been going.
Steadying her behind him, Alex lifted her tied hands and placed them over
his head so that she could hold onto his neck as he drove. That would give her a
little more stability. “Sorry,” she apologized somewhat timidly while resting her
hands on his broad shoulders.
“Hold on tight, and don`t get any sudden urges to choke me ok?” Alex
joked lightly, turning his attention back to the navigation controls.
Following his advice, she pulled her body closer to his and held on to him
firmly from behind. Though he hadn’t showered since that morning before the
attack on Rune City, he still smelled surprisingly good as the faint scent of amber
soap mixed with his sweat drifted to her nose from his neck and hair as she pressed
her body against his. “I’m set,” she said. Saying nothing more, Alex throttled up the
engine and sped off again.
It took them about an hour to reach their destination in Sector 22, which
turned out to be the remains of a very ancient and abandoned Aztec temple located
at the foot of the Cornada Mountain Range to the north. Shannon had discovered it
some time ago.
Though she warned them that there might be some rover activity in the
area, they found none on the way there. Parking the speeder inside of the temple’s
entrance in order to keep it from view and protect it from the sandstorm, which had
progressively followed them from Sector 23, Alex helped the girl off the speeder
before jumping down himself.
Looking around the place, he waited and listened briefly. Sensing no
immediate danger, he turned to the girl. Taking out a small knife, he gently lifted
her hands and began to cut through her ropes. She looked at him and smiled.
Finishing the task, he placed the knife back in its sheath and started heading
back to the speeder. He was very relieved to finally be able to cut her loose. The
thought of keeping her tied up like that was very unsettling to him. He was glad that
part of the trip was over.
Shannon stood and rubbed her wrist gently. The ropes hadn’t been too tight,
but they were still as uncomfortable as hell. She stood watching while Alex began
unloading their gear from the small speeder. During the ride, she had made a special
point to look at his left shoulder. Though it wasn’t glowing red as she’d previously
imagined, there was a distinct and very noticeable pattern of scars carved into his
skin.
Dutch and Naomi, who Alex noticed had both been surprisingly quiet
during the short trip due to the lack of communication between the three of them
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on his headset, parked the truck inside of the temple’s entrance beside the speeder
and made their way out of the cabin. Naomi was adjusting her clothes slightly as
Dutch helped her down to the ground. Her face was slightly flushed.
Alex didn’t even want to think of what they had been doing in there. There
was definitely something developing between those two. Both of them tried their
best to pretend that they hadn’t been doing anything suspicious, which of course
made it much more obvious that they had been.
Bowing her head, Shannon just barely suppressed a laugh while Alex stood
shaking his head. He was making a mental note not to sit in the truck seat until
it had been thoroughly cleaned and sanitized, although he was certain that they
couldn’t have done anything too drastic, at least not while driving anyway. No one
said a word while Dutch and his companions finished unloading their gear.
“Follow me,” Shannon instructed when they were finished. Turning around,
she began leading them down a series of dimly lit corridors that led them deeper
into the temple. The place was very ancient and unkempt, but Alex was surprised at
how big it was on the inside.
The entrance they had used was just a small portion of the temple. The rest
of it lay beneath the foot of the mountain. Judging from the structural damage, Alex
guessed that the main section had probably been buried in a landslide or earthquake
many thousands of years ago as the mountains shifted their positions slightly
forward and on top of where the temple had originally been built.
“Nice hideout,” Dutch commented, glancing around while they traveled.
Shannon agreed.
“So how’d you find out about this place anyway?” Naomi asked curiously,
still somewhat flustered from before.
“I used to live here when I was a child,” Shannon replied matter-of-factly.
Alex noticed that her voice was very light and beautiful and carried with it a ring of
confidence and wisdom beyond her years.
“So your family’s here or something?” Dutch asked, getting interested in
her personal story. There was little else to talk about for the moment. Alex remained
quiet while taking it all in.
“I don’t have a family,” she declared, her manner remaining the same. “My
parents died when I was a child and my bother was taken from me when I was six,”
she answered.
“Taken? You mean killed?” Naomi asked before catching a quick elbow
nudge from Dutch. Realizing she was asking some very personal questions
considering she didn’t even know Shannon that well, she bit her lip timidly.
“It’s ok,” Shannon stated before she could apologize. There was no reason
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why she shouldn’t answer the question.
“My brother was six years older than me. He raised me after my parents
died,” she began. “We were out looking for food one night in one of the local scrap
heaps when we were spotted by a group of scavengers. We tried to fight them off,
but we couldn’t,” she continued, sighing slightly as her tone took on a ring of
sincere sadness. Alex listened silently as she told her story. “So he hid me and let
them take him instead so that I could escape later. I never saw him again… I’ve
been on my own ever since,” she finished.
“Sorry to hear that,” Dutch responded slowly.
“Me too,” Naomi added, feeling the girl’s pain. “I know what it’s like to
lose someone you care about… My mother was taken from me too. But I promised
my father that I would find her before he died,” Naomi told her. Alex and Dutch
continued to walk silently. Shannon could sense that both of them knew something
about her mother that they weren’t telling the younger girl. She could also feel that
for some reason they both felt a deep sense of responsibility for something that had
happened to her recently. “Luckily I have these two guys here to keep me company,”
Naomi continued with a smile, trying to shed some light on their darkened mood.
“Here we are,” Shannon declared, leading them into a large, dimly lit space.
Judging from the items it contained and its arrangement, Alex could tell that it had
once been used as a living space. There were many types of makeshift furniture
and books all over the place. He looked around apprehensively. It looked as though
someone had recently used the place.
“Relax, it’s safe. I still stay here sometimes when I want to be alone, but no
one else has been here for years. I don’t think anyone else knows about it except
you so make yourselves at home,” she instructed, walking over to a large pile of
books and grabbing a few of them. Going to a small fireplace located in the center
of the room she tossed the books in and started a fire using two flints.
“Thanks,” Alex replied, setting his gear down on the large multicolored rug
covering the hard dirt floor. Though it was very old and dusty, he had to admit that
it was very peaceful and cozy in its own way.
“I’ll be back in a sec.” Shannon smiled grabbing a small teapot located
from a broken cupboard and hurrying down one of the long corridors leading from
the room. Alex could tell that she was getting kinda excited to have company. She
returned a few minutes later carrying a teapot full of fresh water. Placing it on the
fireplace, she dug into a box and brought out a variety of leaves and roots and began
to boil them for tea.
“Wow, what is that? It smells good,” Naomi asked, taking in the scent
coming from the pot.
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“It’s Yecoorian tea mixed with some spices from El Bandar,” Shannon
answered, grabbing four drinking bowls from the cupboard and arranging them
neatly on the floor in front of the boiling teakettle before sitting down across from
her three guests.
“Really? How’d you manage to come across something like that all the way
out here?” Naomi inquired curiously. While spices from El Bandar were common
and could be bought in some of the local cities that the spice runners managed to
smuggle them to, Yecoorian tea was very expensive and very hard to come by, even
in a city such as New Town.
“What I’d like to know is where you managed to get fresh water from all the
way out here,” Dutch cut in, overriding Naomi’s question.
“Hey! I was first!” Naomi complained, elbowing him sharply.
“Age before beauty,” Dutch stated with a smile. Naomi wrinkled her nose at
him playfully.
“The water comes from an underground river. There’s a well in one of the
rooms. I don’t know how deep it runs though. I tried swimming it one time when
I was small to find out the source. I almost drowned in the process,” Shannon
laughed lightly, glancing up briefly at Alex, who just sat back and listened. He liked
the sound of her voice. It seemed soothing to him.
“As for the tea and spices. Those are very hard to get out here as you can
imagine so I had to improvise,” she smiled slyly to herself while pouring the bowls
of tea and presenting them to her guests, who thanked her gratefully. Suspicious
by nature, Alex waited for her and everyone else to drink before taking a sip from
his own bowl. He had never tasted Yecoorian tea before. It was actually very
delicious.
“By the way, I guess I should thank you guys for what you did back
there. You really saved my butt,” Shannon admitted, slowly looking down at her
lap and wiping her hands on her pants legs. Alex could tell that she was a little
embarrassed.
“What were you doing back there anyway? That convoy was supposed be
carrying parts, not prisoners,” Alex queried. Shannon thought quietly for a moment.
She was pondering whether or not she could trust them to keep her secret.
“Ok, I guess I can trust you enough to answer that,” she reasoned. “I was
out a couple of months ago when I discovered a hidden food storage facility in Area
41. The place is really stocked. It has everything you could possibly imagine: food,
medical supplies, the works! I don’t know why there’s so much food there, but it’s
literally enough to feed a large army or two. I think it’s just like a backup storage
facility because there’s very low security in the area,” she could tell that her story
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was beginning to draw their interest.
“Remember that old rundown village we passed on the way here?” she
continued. Alex nodded in consent. He remembered it because she had pointed it
out to him when they passed it. It was a very small cluster of houses and buildings.
It was so rundown that he could barely imagine anyone living there. It was located
just southwest of their current location in Sector 22. Dutch and Naomi had no clue
as to what she was referring to.
“Actually, that’s where I live now… Well sometimes, when I’m not here.
There are a lot of people there. Most of them are very old and sick. There are also
a lot of orphans there too. Kids whose parents probably got caught while they were
out looking for food outside of the village just like my brother and I,” she said, her
voice growing sad once again as she looked down at the floor. Alex could see that
it pained her a lot to talk about her brother.
“The village is very well hidden, but I know that without food those kids
won’t make it through the next few months and the older people are all either too
weak or injured from previous Shi’aki encounters to care for them. So I’ve been
sneaking into that storage facility that I found in Area 41 for the past few months to
steal supplies and food for the people there.
“They’ve actually got quite a stock now, thanks to yours truly, which is
good because things have calmed down a lot from the way they used to be. It’s still
a rough neighborhood, but the people are a lot happier now. That’s also where I get
all of my supplies. And while I’m there I normally pick up a few extra things that
make life a little more enjoyable.” She smiled, nodding to the pot of delicious tea
they were now drinking. Alex was beginning to get the picture.
“So that’s how you wound up stuck in the back of a convoy. You got caught
stealing food.” Dutch speculated how the rest of the story would turn out.
“Right,” she admitted. “I got a little careless this time and didn’t notice
that a convoy was carrying more supplies to the area. They caught me off guard,
stunned me and threw me in the back of one of their transports that they off-loaded
at the facility. It was probably headed for one of the local camps after it finished its
run to wherever it was going. I was stuck in there for about three days as far as I
can count. That’s when you guys showed up. Guess I owe you one,” she recounted,
looking up at them. Her expression was one of sincere gratitude.
“You’ve given us a place to lay low for a while until we can plan our next
move. We’ll call it even for now,” Alex stated thoughtfully.
“It’s the least I could do. You did save me twice after all and you got me
safely back home, which I have to admit I never thought I’d see again when I was
locked in the back of that transport. I’ll decide when I want to call it even. Deal?”
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she smiled, looking him in the eye. He stared back at her before nodding his head.
“You were locked in that thing for three days? Wow, you must really be
starving!” Naomi pointed out, noticing the girl did look a little famished. The
thought had never even crossed Alex’s mind. Reaching into his bag, he pulled out
a supply of emergency rations that Hind had packed for them and offering them to
her. She refused.
Knowing that she was too proud to admit she was starving, Alex tossed the
pack of food in her lap. “Suit yourself,” he shrugged nonchalantly while taking out
a pack of his own and ripping the top of it off with his teeth. The contents were
some form of barbequed meat. He began to eat in front of her carelessly. Sensing
his plan, Dutch and Naomi followed suit, pulling out packets of their own and
chowing down.
“It’s not the best food in the world, but it keeps you going,” Naomi piped
with a smile. Knowing she couldn’t fool them, Shannon relented and opened up her
own pack. She was really hungry.
“What is it?” she asked, looking at the contents inside.
“Barbequed meat of some kind. I don’t know what kind though,” Naomi
declared, munching a chunk of her own food before following it with a gulp of tea
from her bowl.
“Oh that’s easy! Let’s see, the main ingredient is sand rat. It’s also got a
little bit of rattle snake, black beetle, red worms and…” Dutch began, thoroughly
analyzing the contents of their meal using his overly sensitive taste buds. The
description seemed to affect him very little. Naomi stopped eating.
“Dutch,” Alex called, interrupting the analysis. He didn’t want to know any
more.
“What? This is good shit. Put some meat on your bones!” Dutch defended,
a little hurt by not being allowed to continue. He hadn’t even gotten started on the
sauce yet.
Taking a bite of her food Shannon had to agree that while it wasn’t the best,
it was much better than nothing. The texture was a little rough though. She quickly
chased it down with a gulp of her tea. “Not bad, goes well with tea,” she smiled
breaking the tension while looking at Alex. He wasn’t telepathic, but she knew that
he could see right through her.
“You know, once we finish what we’re doing, we’ll be heading out back east
to Tristan for a few days. If you need them, we can pick up some supplies for you
while we’re there. Just let us know what you need,” Dutch suggested, knowing that
her food supply must be running short since she missed her last run. Alex thought
that Dutch was being a little too confident about the outcome of their mission,
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but he had to admit that it wouldn’t be a bad idea. It would give him a chance to
meet her again when this was all over. There was nothing wrong with being a little
optimistic.
“Thanks, but I’ll be fine now that I’m back home. I’m running low on
supplies here, but I’ll go pick some up from my house in the village later. I always
keep a hidden stash at both locations, just in case. Plus, that way I can make sure
the kids have food,” she explained.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do now though. Since I screwed up my last
run the Shi’aki are sure to have that facility locked down tight. There’s no way I’m
getting back inside of there,” she thought aloud. They could tell she was thinking
about the kids in the village. Without her being able to support them, that meant that
many of them would have to fend for themselves. “Oh well, no use worrying about
it now. I’ll think of something,” she sighed, shaking her head.
“Speaking of thinking of something, what’s our next move?” Dutch changed
the subject.
“Depends on the information Naomi managed to get from that truck. Once
we know what we’ve got, then we can plan our next move,” Alex replied, casually
glancing at Shannon, who seemed somewhat puzzled as to what they were talking
about.
“Guess that’s my cue to get back to work. Shannon, is there a place I can
work quietly? It’s going to take me a while to sort through all of this data that
I downloaded,” Naomi asked, tapping the mini computer on her forearm. While
she had been more than a little distracted during their short trip to this place, she
had successfully managed to finish downloading all of the data link’s files to her
computer.
“Make yourself at home. I’m going to the village in a few minutes to get
some more supplies and make sure the kids are ok,” Shannon answered, finishing
her meal.
“Mind if we tag along? I’m kinda interested to see that village of yours,”
Dutch suggested, pointing to Alex and himself.
“That’s a good idea. Hacking’s my department anyway so there’s not too
much you guys can do except wait. Besides, I work better in privacy. Don’t worry,
I won’t touch anything,” she promised.
“I don’t mind,” Shannon responded casually. She was happy that Alex
and Dutch had volunteered to accompany her. It had been a long time since any
visitors had come the village. She would introduce them to the kids. They would be
thrilled to see two new faces so that would give her time to get all of her supplies
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without them constantly bothering her. She was sure the two boys wouldn’t mind
being temporary babysitters for a few minutes. Well, Alex might, but Dutch would
be another story. It wouldn’t take the kids long to win him over to their side.
“Cool, we’ll take the speeder,” Dutch stated getting excited about the road
trip. He would have preferred to stay back with Naomi, but both of them knew that
if he did, she would never get any work done so it would be best for him to leave
her alone to work in peace.
“All right then, let’s go. Need anything while we’re out?” Alex asked as he
Dutch and Shannon turned to leave.
“No, just give me a few hours. I’ve got a lot of data to go through,” Naomi
replied, already busy studying the data on her computer’s holographic display.
“We’re out then,” Alex acknowledged turning to leave withhis companions.
Naomi instantly set to work decoding the data she had downloaded.
They reached the small village in approximately twelve minutes. There
really wasn’t too much to see at all. The place was a lot more rundown than Alex
had previously imagined. It was a slum. The houses were all broken and busted
and most of the residents lived in makeshift tents or in the ruins of the buildings
surrounding them. It reminded Alex of his old home in Barrel City before the Shi’aki
had raided and destroyed it.
Looking about, he could see that Shannon’s description of the place was
very accurate. Most of the inhabitants were elderly people and children. He saw
very few middle-aged people fit or capable enough of maintaining the place and
keeping everything in an organized working order. Shannon gave them a general
tour of the area while they walked down the broken streets. Unlike places such as
New Town or Rune City, there was nothing at all special about this place except
for the fact that the rodent population was probably six times more than that of the
humans currently residing there.
“SHANNON!” A little girl squealed as they turned a corner, startling both
Alex and Dutch. Shannon’s eyes brightened as the girl quickly jumped to her small
feet and bolted into her outstretched arms, followed by a large group of about twelve
other kids who she had been playing with.
“Hey, baby!” Shannon smiled, sweeping her up in her arms and twirling her
playfully around in the air before hugging her tightly and kissing her lightly on the
cheek while the other children crowded around her laughing and playing, each of
them waiting for their turn to be held. Alex could see that Shannon’s love for these
kids was very genuine. Smiling, she turned to him and introduced the girl.
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“Alex, Dutch, this is Amy. These are the kids I was telling you about,” she
relayed cradling the girl in her arms while brushing a lock of dirty blond hair from
her eyes. The other children crowded around her all talking and yelling millions of
questions at her at the same time. It was obvious that they were all very fond of her
too.
“Whoa, chill out, guys! I can’t answer five questions at once!” Shannon
pleaded turning to them. The kids were literally crawling all over her now. Each
one seemed to be clinging to her for dear life. Alex could tell that she was more of
a mother figure to most of them than she was willing to admit.
“Who are they?” the little girl in her arms questioned, cocking a curious
eye at the two strange men accompanying her. The other children followed suit,
noticing the two strangers.
“Amy, meet Alex and Dutch, they’re my friends.” Shannon smiled,
introducing the two men.
“Hi,” the little girl perked, waving vigorously at the two men, who were
both instantly captivated by her cuteness and charm. Dutch grinned broadly and
waved back while Alex smiled, waved and gave her a wink. The other kids waved
and giggled amongst themselves as they talked about the two new faces.
Looking at him, the girl quickly leaned over and whispered something
almost inaudible into Shannon’s ear. She instantly turned red. “Is that so?” she
giggled mischievously, turning on the girl and tickling her furiously while trying to
hide her own embarrassment.
The girl squealed as Shannon ‘punished’ her briefly for even imagining
such a thing. The other children instantly jumped in and attacked Shannon, tickling
her everywhere. Everyone was laughing and squealing and having a good time.
Shannon briefly looked to Alex and Dutch for help, but they both just laughed and
raised their hands in protest. This was one fight they both preferred to sit out.
Knowing that she’d get no help from them and deciding she’d finally had
enough torture; Shannon finally stopped and set the girl down on the ground. The
children stopped temporarily. It seemed that they’d all had enough for now. Though
significantly outnumbered, Shannon could dish it out just as well as she could take
it. All of them were flushed and out of breath. Shannon looked up at the two guys,
who were just standing there watching her. The redness was slowly starting to leave
her face.
“What was that all about?” Alex asked, laughing at the scene. Shannon
was really good with children. For some reason, it reminded him of something,
something deep inside of him that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Whatever it
was, it made him feel happy and warm inside.
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“She thinks you’re cute.” Shannon laughed, looking up at him and as she
brushed her long black bangs to the side of her face.
“Are you married?” the little girl asked frankly. Dutch burst into laughter
while Alex blushed slightly and emitted a muffled cough. That was the last thing he
expected to hear from a five-year-old.
“Amy!” Shannon exclaimed, clearly shocked at the question. Her face was
getting red again. Watching her reaction, the kids began to giggle and pick on her
again.
“No, ma’am,” Alex replied honestly while stooping down and looking the
girl in her cute brown eyes.
“Think she’s got a crush on you, Sparky,” Dutch cracked from the back row.
He was enjoying himself immensely.
“Sorry, kid, but I think you’re a little too young for me. Hey wait a minute…
What’s this?” Alex asked, reaching casually behind her ear. Everyone stood and
watched in amazement and wonder as he completed the magic trick by pulling out
a small golden medallion that he had found a few years ago in an ancient navy ship
that had at one time been lying on the bottom of the ocean, but was now covered by
sand.
He and his father both had quite a collection of these things. It was one
of their hobbies. The kids all yelled and gasped in awe as he magically pulled the
medallion from her ear before presenting it to the little girl with a smile.
Not knowing exactly what to do with it, he pinned it in her hair before
looking to Dutch, who gave her a very hearty nod of approval. The other kids
clapped and began to crowd around Alex. Smiling in delight, the girl tugged on
Shannon’s pants leg and whispered something else into her ear as she stooped down
to listen. Shannon laughed lightly as she began to blush again, but maybe the little
girl did have a point.
“Ah, the mind of a child,” she laughed, shaking her head. “Ok you, off you
go!” She pulled the girl close and kissed her lightly on the lips before turning her
around and spanking her playfully on the bottom, sending her on her way. Turning
quickly, the girl looked at Alex and Dutch and waved before running off into the
distance. The other children followed, laughing and squealing excitedly. Shannon
laughed.
“Well, they’re really friendly,” Dutch observed.
“Yeah, they sure , Shannon acknowledged. “Hey, you’re pretty good with
kids,” she said thoughtfully, looking at Alex, who just took the compliment in his
stride.
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“When I have to be,” he admitted, not wanting to let on how much he really
did like children.
“You know they’ll be back right? They’re just going to get the rest of their
friends. You guys think you can handle it while I go get what I need?” she asked.
“I think we can manage. Sparky’s not the only one here with tricks up his
sleeve,” Dutch bragged, shooting a spark of electricity from his fingertip.
“Nice trick. Just don’t get too close to the kids with that ok?” Shannon
warned seriously.
“I won’t,” Dutch promised.
“Ok then, I’ll be back soon,” Shannon declared whilst turning to leave.
“You were planning this from the start, weren’t you?” Alex accused.
“Hey, you’re the ones who wanted to tag along. Figured I might as well use
you for something,” Shannon shot back with a grin and a wink before disappearing
around a corner.
Hearing a loud group of children approaching them Alex looked to Dutch,
who just grinned mischievously. “Showtime,” he said putting on the goofiest face
he could think of. Alex had no choice but to play along for now. He just hoped
Shannon wouldn’t take too long. While he really did like kids, too much of a good
thing can become bad after a while, especially when there’s twenty of them.
They played with the kids for about two hours before Shannon finally
returned carrying two large bags of supplies and food and a tray of sandwiches that
she had made. It wasn’t a second too soon. Alex was running out of magic tricks,
but Dutch didn’t seem to mind. He soon took Alex’s place as the life of the party.
The children watched him intently as he easily juggled twelve rocks in his hands in
a variety or different patterns while performing a laser light show for them. Even
Alex was impressed.
“I’m back,” Shannon whispered into Alex’s ear, taking a seat beside him.
Four kids were sitting on his lap. Two of them had fallen asleep. He didn’t seem
to mind. “Ok guys, dinner’s ready. Anyone hungry?” Shannon called excitedly,
capturing everyone’s attention once Dutch completed his juggling act.
The kids crowded around her, smiling happily as she handed out the food.
They were all really hungry. Dutch joined them. The trio sat and talked while eating
with the children. Noticing Alex had his hands full with the kids sleeping in his lap,
Shannon shared her sandwich with him.
They continued to hang out and play with the kids until late in the afternoon.
The kids were now seriously interested in Dutch, who seemed to have an unlimited
ability to keep them entertained. Alex and Shannon just watched him and talked
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casually between themselves. Alex told her all about Octagon and their mission. He
was surprised at how comfortable he felt talking to her about these things. It just
seemed natural for him to be able to trust her. She immediately began to see what
he and his companions were up to.
She was impressed when he told her that he was with Octagon. She had
always heard rumors of the rebellion, but she had never taken them seriously. At
the mention of the Shi’aki’s new weapon, her face slightly flushed for a moment as
she looked down at the child she held in her lap. “Damn,” she swore to herself. She
didn’t even want to think of what would happen if the Shi’aki did manage to build
a new weapon to use against them. These kids already had enough problems just
surviving from day-to-day. They didn’t need anything else that would make their
lives any more complicated.
They all really enjoyed being with the children. They probably would
have stayed longer if Naomi hadn’t called to let them know that she had finally
finished analyzing the data. That was their cue to leave, much to the dismay of the
children.
Taking all of them to a small building near her home, Shannon showed
them to a large berthing area that she had made for them. It was just big enough to
accommodate twenty children. They could all sleep here for the night. Removing
twenty neatly wrapped packages of stuff from one of her bags, Shannon gave one
to each of the children before giving them all a hug and a goodnight kiss before
tucking them in. The oldest children promised her that they would look after the
smaller ones while she was away. It was clear that they really loved and respected
her a lot. There was nothing they wouldn’t do for her.
Alex admired the amount of adoration Shannon had gained from them over
the years. To them she was like a mother and a Robin Hood figure all rolled into
one. They trusted her with their lives. Some of the younger ones even called her
Mommy while most of the older ones called her ‘Aunt Shan’; she didn’t seem to
mind either way. When the last child was safely tucked in, they left the village and
headed back to the temple, where Naomi was waiting for them.
“Sorry we took so long. Had to make sure my babies were taken care of,”
Shannon apologized to her immediately upon their return.
“No problem,” Naomi replied turning to them. Alex could tell from the
excited look in her eyes that she’d found out something interesting and was just
bursting to tell them.
“So, what did you find?” he inquired eagerly while they gathered around a
small pile of printouts she had in the middle of the room.
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“Ok, check this out. I cross-referenced the data I downloaded with the
data from that disk you guys got in New Town. The inventory matches,” she said,
holding up the list of papers she had printed out for them the night before when she
had decoded the information on the disk. Fortunately, they had packed the list with
their supplies for reference just before they had left Hind’s house prior to the city’s
destruction.
“Now, according to the data link, the convoy was en route to a satellite uplink
station located in Sector 28. I managed to pinpoint the station’s exact location from
the data link. According to the data, the station should be located right about here,”
she told them, pulling up a holographic map of the sector that the transport had been
destined for and pointing to a specific location on it.
It was just as Alex had thought, nothing but deep desert surrounded by
mountains. Octagon didn’t operate out this far and he was sure that none of Hind’s
men ever made it past those mountains either. It was the perfect place to build a new
weapon without being noticed.
“Ok, so we have a location. Now what?” Dutch inquired casually.
“We go check it out and see what we can find of course,” Alex declared, a
plan began to form in his head. “Naomi, can you…” he began before she cut him
off.
“Hack access codes to the base from the transport’s data link? Got you
covered.” Naomi grinned, tapping her computer and indicating that she had already
decoded and stored them for future use.
“Damn, you’re good,” Alex praised her excellent job performance. This girl
was definitely coming in handy after all.
“So we use the transport’s access codes to get into the station and see what
we can find out about that new weapon. Sounds fair. The problem is how do we get
into the sector without being detected? I’m sure if the Shi’aki have something that
major going on up there, the place is going to be crawling with security. They’re not
just going to let us waltz into the sector and find out what they’re building, that’s for
sure,” Dutch forewarned.
“You’re probably right. So that rules out going there by speeder. It’s too
risky,” Alex agreed. “I guess our best option is to take the speeder as far into Sector
25 as possible and hike over the mountains to the west, which will take us into Sector
28 about fifty miles south of where the station’s located,” Alex contemplated.
“That’s a hell of a distance to cover without being detected,” Dutch replied,
suspecting that they would probably be facing a lot more resistance and security
measures than they had when they infiltrated Sector 33. Alex had to concur.
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“Maybe not,” Shannon interrupted, speaking up for the first time in a while.
She had been watching them for some time as they planned out their strategy and
she noticed that they had missed out on something very simple.
“You guys are thinking about going through Sector 25 right? Well I can
already tell you, that’s a bad idea. I’ve been out that way before, there’s a lot of rover
activity out there for some reason, probably because it’s at the foot of the mountains
leading into Sector 28. I’ve heard that they’ve also got a security checkpoint around
there somewhere. If what you guys are saying is true, and they really are building a
secret weapon of some kind out there in Sector 28, that would explain why Sector
25 is so heavily guarded. It’s really the only direct way to get into the area unless
you go by air and fly over the mountains, which obviously no one does anymore,”
she rationalized aloud while at the same time confirming Dutch’s suspicions.
“Thought so,” Dutch commented.
“There might be another way though,” Shannon continued, capturing their
full attention. “In case you guys haven’t noticed, you’re already directly on the
other side of Sector 28. The mountain chain that separates Sector 25 from Sector
28 is also the same one this temple is located beneath. We’re located directly north
of Sector 25 remember? So if you think about it, all you really need to do is go
over the mountains here. The mountains are pretty steep, but there’s not as much
rover activity here as there is in Sector 25, that’s for sure. I think I might know of a
route that can get you there safely. There’s a small pass that runs between these two
mountains,” she suggested.
Alex looked at her and thought quietly for a moment. He was already pretty
sure he could trust her. Even if she was somehow in league with the enemy, he knew
that she would never do anything to endanger the safety of the kids in the village.
If she were a spy or something the Shi’aki had set up to work against them, she
would have never even mentioned the kids or the village to them for fear of their
safety just in case Alex and his comrades somehow found out about her mischief
and decided to take revenge on her. Her love for the kids in that village was genuine
and he could tell that she had no love for the Shi’aki or anything that would seek to
cause kids harm.
The question wasn’t whether he could trust her; it was if he really wanted
her to get involved in all of this. She seemed to have such a simple and quiet life.
He didn’t want to ask her to give that up to help them, especially knowing that their
chances for actually succeeding in their mission was indeed very low. He and Dutch
had already just recently picked up one stowaway on their journey, he wasn’t sure
if they were ready for another one. But he had to admit that her proposal did sound
much better than what he was planning.
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Sensing his thoughts, Shannon intervened before he could refuse her offer.
“It’s ok, I really do want to help you. Besides I’m curious to see what this station
has to offer. If I’m lucky, there might be another storage facility nearby that I don’t
know about. It would save me the trouble of trying to find out how to break back
into Area 41,” she said, letting him know one small reason why she was so eager to
help them.
“Nice shortcut, but the fact is that we’re still going to be on foot once we get
to the other side, which means that we’re still going to have to be extremely careful
not to alert them to our presence. Considering we don’t know exactly how heavily
guarded the area is or what type of security they have there, that’s going to be easier
said than done,” Dutch said pessimistically; he did have a point though.
“Maybe not. Shannon, how big is that pass that you’re talking about? Is it
big enough for a large transport, say a truck?” Alex inquired remembering that they
still had one of the trucks from the convoy.
Shannon nodded in confirmation. “It might be a little steep on the way up
though,” she added.
“You’re thinking about using that thing to get into the sector? Aren’t we
gonna be short by three trucks and a few escort drones?” Dutch asked, crossing his
arms across his chest.
“Sure we are, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that they know that right,
Naomi?” Alex replied with a sly smile, remembering the transponder that Naomi
had installed in the truck prior to their departure from Sector 23. If his guess was
correct, the convoy was only being tracked by relay station.
It was highly possible that while the uplink station would be expecting a
shipment of parts, they might not know exactly how many trucks were initially
included in the convoy. If there was one truck, there might not be any need for
escort drones. The key here wasn’t the number of trucks or drones that they had
with them, the key was whether they had the correct access and confirmation codes
to enter the station. That was really all they needed.
“Just leave everything to me,” Naomi assured him.
“So we bypass the security checkpoint in Sector 25 by crossing the mountains
here instead. That will take us to Sector 28 and we’ll pose as the original convoy to
get into the station once we find it. It could work,” Dutch finally agreed, rubbing his
chin thoughtfully.
“Sounds like a plan. Once you get us into the sector, you can turn back if
you like. I don’t want to get you involved in all of this. It’s not your fight. We’ll take
it from there, deal?” Alex said, looking to Shannon.
“Deal,” she agreed, returning his gaze.
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They agreed to set out for Sector 28 as soon as possible. It would take them
at least eight hours to get to the other side of the mountain. Shannon would lead
them there. There was still a lot of planning to be done as to exactly what they
would do when they actually got inside of the station.
Fortunately for them, Naomi had managed to hack some extremely detailed
blueprints of the station from the transport’s data link. The blueprints told them
everything they needed to know about the station’s superstructure and also gave
them a general idea of the security conditions they would be facing.
Every transport that entered the station’s security perimeter had to use
access codes to actually get to the station and offload their equipment. That wouldn’t
be a problem since Naomi had already hacked the codes. They would just take the
truck to one of the landing docks that the transports used to offload. From there,
Naomi would use the codes that she decoded to get them inside of the structure.
Once inside, they would have to play it by ear.
Since they had no idea exactly what they would be looking for once they
were inside, Dutch suggested that they try locating the place with the highest
energy output. He was willing to bet that whatever the Shi’aki were up to would
probably take a lot of power to build. He could use his sensors to lock on to the
energy source and lead them to it once they were inside.
Of course they all knew that it wouldn’t be that simple, but it was the
best course of action they had for now. Whatever they did, they’d have to do it
quickly before the Shi’aki realized what happened to the convoy they had hit. If
they found out about the missing truck and learned that they had been tricked,
they’d immediately change the access codes to the station, rendering the codes they
currently had completely useless as well as the truck they were now planning to
use.
Having completely laid out their plan, the group checked their gear and
decided to get a few hours of sleep before they left. They were all pretty exhausted
from the events of the day. Everything seemed to be moving so fast that they could
barely keep track of all that was happening. Even the destruction of Rune City early
in the morning seemed somewhat distant in their minds now as they refocused on
the task at hand.
Naomi and Dutch slept close to each other. She was using him for a pillow.
Alex couldn’t help but notice how cute she looked as she squirmed to find a
comfortable position beneath Dutch’s arm. She’d had a pretty rough day and had
been working extremely hard. She deserved a good night’s sleep. Alex couldn’t
sleep. He was still trying to sort everything out and put everything into perspective.
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A lot had happened that day.
He found himself thinking about Shannon, who had decided to retire in a
separate room for the night. There was definitely something very unique about her,
something mysterious yet frighteningly familiar. Even while they were fighting, he
had felt it a little bit. But it seemed that now the more time he spent around her, the
stronger the feeling became. He wondered exactly what it meant; it was so weird.
It almost felt as though he had met her before somewhere.
Looking down into the dirt where he was sitting, he noticed that he had
unknowingly traced a strange character in the dirt with his finger. Though he didn’t
know what it was, it kind or reminded him of the strange symbol he thought he had
seen on Shannon’s shoulder blade while they were fighting. He contemplated this
for a bit before erasing the symbol with his hand. He shook the feeling off and tried
to go to sleep. All of this could wait. He had other things to think about right now.
Meanwhile, Shannon lay in her own compartment, separated from the
others. She couldn’t sleep either. While what they had told her about the Shi’aki’s
new weapon did bother her greatly, she found that she was more intrigued by the
mysterious man she had met today who had just rescued her from almost certain
imprisonment and who was now lying awake in her living room.
She could sense that he was thinking about her and although she still couldn’t
read his exact thoughts, she was beginning to detect that he was just as interested
in her as she was in him. It seemed as though they were both looking for the same
exact answer.
Looking over her shoulder into a large mirror beside the old mattress she
was resting on, she slid her hand over her left shoulder and removed the clothing
covering her left shoulder blade, revealing a scar beneath. She had noticed it many
years ago when she was a child. She had no clue what it was or where it came from,
but whenever she looked at it a sense of familiarity crept into her soul. She stared
at it for a moment while recalling the scar she had seen on Alex’s left shoulder.
Though the pattern of his shoulder markings was much different than the one
she had on her shoulder blade, the way they were marked was shockingly similar.
Even when they were fighting, she thought that she just barely got a faint itching
sensation in her left shoulder blade where the scar was. That was before she noticed
his.
Closing her eyes, she traced the symbol from his arm in the dirt below her
mattress before tracing her own into the dirt right beside it. For some reason, they
seemed to match in some way that was unknown to her. She thought deeply on this
for some time before finally giving up and going to sleep. This was one mystery
that would have to wait until later. They had a busy day ahead of them. Keeping this
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in mind, she slowly allowed herself to drift off to sleep.
Hearing a faint noise near her bed, Shannon awoke to see Alex kneeling
beside her. She should have been alarmed at the sudden intrusion, but she found
that she wasn’t afraid at all. She carefully raised herself up on one arm as he lay
down beside her and gently ran his hand through her hair, caressing her face. Her
heart began to race as she slowly felt him pull her closer to him.
Staring deeply into her eyes, he kissed her passionately. She returned it
eagerly while slowly running her free hand up his long strong arms, over his broad
shoulders and through his thick brown hair before letting it trail down his neck and
chest. He in turn slid his arm down her body, letting it trail over her breast, waist,
and hips before gripping the back of her leg behind her knee and pulling her even
closer.
The girl hugged him passionately as the kissing and petting increased,
arousing them both immensely. She moaned ecstatically as he tenderly began
kissing her on the neck and slowly slid his hand inside of her thighs and upwards to
her warm and trembling pelvic area. She moaned in delight as her back arched from
the sensation of his touch. The touch was unlike anything she’d ever felt before.
For a brief moment she fought to control herself as he continued to slide
his hand deeper between her thighs. Unable to contain herself any longer she let go
of her emotions and gave in to him, kissing him passionately as she slid her hand
under his vest and started to remove it. Her temperature was rising uncontrollably.
The sensation made her sweat. Her nails scratched him slightly as she traced them
over his broad shoulders. She moaned again, continuing to trail her fingers down
his arm before suddenly coming in contact with the symbol on his shoulder.
Shannon bolted upright in her bed gasping for air as her breath came to her
in heaves. Touching her lips softly, she realized that she was perspiring heavily.
She was trembling. Calming herself down a bit, she realized that she had been
dreaming. It was by far the most realistic dream she had ever experienced. Her
heart continued to race and her thoughts were a blur as she fought to get a grip on
herself. She hoped that no one had heard her scream. After a few deep breaths of
fresh air, she finally managed to calm herself down. She was dripping with sweat.
Deciding that it was safe to move, she carefully got out of bed and went
to take a bath. The cold river water felt good on her naked skin as it helped cool
her down. She had never had a dream that vivid before about a guy, especially one
she’d just met a few hours ago. She found herself once again wondering what it
meant. Still not finding any answers, she relaxed herself and let her body float lazily
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upon the water. While it was by far the most pleasurable dream she had ever had,
she decided that she would have to be careful not to let her imagination get the best
of her from now on.
Completely refreshed she finally made her way out of the pool. Wrapping
herself in a towel, she returned to her room and dried her hair. It was hard for her
not to think about the dream she’d just had or the person who was in it. She shook
the thoughts from her head, knowing it could prove to be dangerous if she allowed
herself to indulge in them. She felt a little guilty and foolish for having such a
dream about someone she’d just met. It seemed a little childish to her. She was
twenty-seven after all. She thought she had outgrown such things a long time ago.
Maybe she was wrong.
She’d had very few crushes in her life, mostly because she lived by herself.
Besides training herself to use her powers and looking after the kids in the village,
she didn’t really have that much of a social life going for her. Sure, she had met
many other guys before and of course she did find some of them to be attractive
in some ways. She had even been propositioned to marry on more than a few
occasions. Guys naturally fell in love with her because of her beauty. She was used
to that.
From her point of view, most guys just looked at her as something beautiful
to be possessed, kind of like a prize or wild game. Something they could shoot or
capture to show off to their friends later. She never took them seriously.
That was why she had never found herself particularly interested in guys,
or anyone else for that matter. She often told herself that it was because she just
enjoyed being by herself too much to settle down with anyone, but the truth was
that she’d never actually met anyone that she liked. Even with the cute guys that
she met, she could always sense that something was missing. She didn’t know what
it was, but there was alway something lurking in the shadows that she couldn`t put
her finger on. They just didn’t seem to be the right ones for her.
For some reason, even though she barely knew him at all, this one particular
guy felt very different. Even so, she cautioned herself to be careful while dealing
with him. Sure, he looked sincere and honest, but then again most guys do until
they get what they want from you.
“No matter how cute and beautifully designed it might be, a snake is still
a snake and it will still bite you if you’re not careful,” she warned herself while
looking in the mirror as she tied her long black hair into a ponytail. It was almost
time to wake the others. They had agreed to get a few hours sleep before they set
out for Sector 28. She decided that she would make a quick breakfast for them
before they left.
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She quickly dressed herself in a form fitting black one-piece, sleeveless
leotard set before glancing at herself in the mirror, deciding that it made her look a
little too provocative, she threw a dark blue sleeveless denim mini-dress on top of
it. Somewhat satisfied with the sexy, yet somewhat reserved look, she completed
the ensemble with a thick black leather belt that fitted loosely around her slim
waist and hips and a pair of black leather loose-fitting boots. These were the most
comfortable shoes she had for hiking long distances. They would keep the sand out
of her feet and the soles had amazingly good grip.
Although the desert was scorching hot during the daytime, it would be
freezing cold at night. While her powers did allow her too manipulate water and ice
particles to a certain degree, they didn’t protect her from cold or from freezing to
death. She needed to wear clothes that were light and efficient enough to move in
without being too hot but would provide her with a least a little bit of warmth just
in case she found herself on foot in the middle of the desert at night.
Leaving her room, she returned to the main living area to find that Alex and
his friends were already awake. “Wow, you guys are up early!” she chimed with a
smile.
“Good morning!” Naomi piped, stretching her arms. She and Dutch had
slept very well during the past few hours, even though he snored loudly; she didn’t
mind. His snoring sounded just like her father’s. Alex on the other hand didn’t look
so well.
“Yo man, you ok? You look like you didn’t sleep that well at all,” Dutch
observed, noticing Alex’s complexion was a little off and his movements were
rather sluggish.
“Yeah, where did you go this morning? I woke up for a bit and you were
gone,” Naomi added with a hint of concern.
“Couldn’t sleep so I went for a walk outside,” Alex admitted sheepishly,
not realizing that anyone had missed him when he left that morning. He had been
careful to make it back before the others were supposed to wake up.
“What’s up? You sick, Sparky?” Dutch asked, a little worried about his
friend’s health.
“No man, I’m ok. I just had a really… weird dream,” Alex replied while
meeting Shannon’s gaze. The two locked eyes for a brief moment before both
looking away simultaneously. Fortunately both Dutch and Naomi missed the eye
contact.
Alex quickly turned away and started packing up his gear. Shannon stared
after him. She was trying desperately to read his mind. From the way he was
acting and his clear embarrassment, she was almost certain that she was trying to
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hide something from her. With a mischievous grin, she turned quickly and walked
back into her room without saying another word. This was getting interesting.
Alex didn’t even have to look to know that she had left. She seemed to be
just as embarrassed as he was for some reason, although he didn’t know why. He
wondered if she could sense that he had been dreaming about her quite vividly a
few hours prior. He sure hoped not! The walk in the desert had managed to calm
him down a little bit, but he was still quite shaken up. He had never had a dream
that vivid about a girl before. He didn’t know what it was about this one that would
cause him to wake up all hot and sweaty in the middle of the night, but whatever it
was, he would be lying if he said he didn’t like it.
Shannon returned with a plate of food a few minutes later. She had to
remind herself about snakes more than a few times before she managed to finally
stop giggling at poor Alex’s expression when she first saw him that morning. He
looked like he’d just had his ass whipped by someone. She could tell that his night
had been just as rough as hers, for whatever reason he didn’t want her to know. The
two of them barely said a word or even looked at each other during breakfast.
Finishing their meal, the group finally set out. It was about four a.m. Since
it would take them about eight hours to reach their destination, Alex estimated
that they would get there early in the afternoon. They would have to be extremely
careful while traveling through the mountains because the sun would make them
highly visible to any airborne sentries patrolling the area, which would completely
ruin their plans to enter the area undetected by bypassing the security checkpoint to
the south in Sector 25.
Due to its heavy cargo load and the mountain’s steepness, the truck slowly
made its way up the side of the mountain. Shannon led them almost halfway to the
top before showing them a small pass that she had discovered some time ago which
cut neatly between two of the mountains. Dutch was at the wheel and driving very
cautiously to keep it from sliding back down the mountain or turning over. The
truck’s repulsors and engines strained while they fought boldly to defy the laws of
gravity.
Alex, Shannon, and Naomi were all crowded into the cabin beside him.
Eventually, they made it to the pass. It was barely noticeable from a distance and
navigating it would prove to be very dangerous as very high cliffs on each side
surrounded it.
While this did provide them with some form of cover as they made their
way through the mountains, the pass was extremely cramped and narrow in some
places, making them virtual sitting ducks to any sentries that would happened to be
patrolling the area around it. There were large gaps in other places where the two
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cliff walls had broken apart and become separated for some distance, creating a
large ravine at the bottom of the mountains.
Dutch estimated that the canyon floor was at least a couple hundred yards
below them at its shallowest parts. One thing which was for certain was that it
would be one hell of a drop if he didn’t drive carefully. The truck continued to hug
the walls of the mountain as they slowly made their way through the treacherous
pass.
They spoke very little during the trip while discreetly making their way out
of the narrow pass and came out on the opposite side of the mountain range more
than a few hours later. That was the easy part. Now things would become much
harder. Dutch kept his sensors and scramblers on during the whole time. Shannon
was right, he was definitely picking up a lot more activity out here than they had
initially expected. They would have to be more careful from here on out.
Coming out of the pass, Alex quickly surveyed the area. They were still
halfway up the side of a steep mountain and would have to make their way down
it carefully, but the land surrounding the mountains was pretty level save for the
series of canyons that ran to their right side. It would take them forever to get
through those canyons by transport if it was even possible at all. He wasn’t even
about to try.
They would make their way downward and slightly south of their current
position. That would lead them past the edge of the canyons on the south side. From
there, they would have to turn north along the edge of the canyons and travel more
westward into the open desert to reach their destination, if they managed to make it
that far.
Alex was sure that in any case, getting out of the area after they completed
their mission would probably be much more difficult than getting in. Depending on
how things went, they might have to make it out in a hurry. They needed an escape
route and he seriously doubted that they would be able to get their hands on a
transport that was fast enough to get them out of the sector before the Shi’aki could
catch up to them.
Making a mental note of this, he decided to keep the canyons in mind as a
teleport reference point. If things went badly, at least he might be able to teleport
them far enough away from the station to give them a good running start out of the
area. If all else failed and security proved to be too heavy, they could always seek
refuge in the canyons until they could find a way to get out of the sector. He and
Dutch had planned this out way beforehand.
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It was mid-evening before the truck finally reached its destination. The sky
had already begun to turn reddish orange as the sun slowly made its way towards
the horizon while casting its lingering rays of light onto the thick cluster of dark
gray clouds hovering above. It would be dark in a few hours.
“So?” Naomi asked hopefully from the cargo area in back of the truck where
she and Shannon were hiding until they reached their destination.
“So what? There’s nothing out there. The place is small and the perimeter’s
just a ten-foot electronic fence. There are hardly any guards out there at all; at least
none that we need to concern ourselves with. Most of them are just regular human
security guards carrying standard weaponry. There’s no artillery outside at all and
most of the roving sentries seem to be making their usual routes,” Dutch relayed
quietly to the others. He was now wearing the same type of body armor that the
original truck driver had been wearing when they captured the convoy. Alex was
sitting beside him wearing another type of body armor that he’d found in the cargo
hold. The armor completely covered his face. It was hot and stuffy.
“You sure we’ve got the right place?” Alex whispered in his earpiece to
Naomi, who was already verifying their position on her computer.
“Yep, this is the place all right,” she confirmed while looking at her holoscreen.
“It’s a lot smaller than I thought,” Alex commented, referring to the small
structure in front of them.
“Maybe so, but I’m still picking up a massive energy readings coming from
the inside of that thing,” Dutch stated, scanning the building with his sensors while
he drove. There was a very high energy pattern emanating from somewhere in the
center of the structure. Naomi concurred as her computer picked up on it too. There
was no mistaking that something was definitely using a lot of juice inside of there.
Alex thought for a moment. Octagon was speculating that the new weapon
was a ship of some kind, and while the convoy’s inventory list did kind of suggest
that the weapon was something big, that didn’t necessarily mean that it was exactly
as they had imagined. Maybe the new weapon was something totally different. No
one knew for sure, that was why he was there, to find out.
Looking at the small building in front of him Alex could easily see that there
was no possible way that it could accommodate a large battle cruiser so the parts
in the convoy that they intercepted were obviously being used for something else.
What it was, he couldn’t imagine, but whatever it was, it couldn’t possibly be good
for him or the rest of mankind in any case.
Although the lack of security in the area and around the building did bother
him a little bit, he also had to admit that it actually made a lot of sense. As they had
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proven on numerous occasions, the Shi’aki weren’t stupid. If they were building a
secret weapon of some kind, they would naturally want to keep its location as small
and low profile as possible to keep Octagon and the other rebel factions off their
backs until it could be completed.
Having a large security force in the area would no doubt hamper their
attempts to keep the weapon’s location a secret because they would have to keep
sending food and maintenance supplies to the area. If someone were smart enough,
they would easily be able to locate the new weapon’s location by studying the route
their convoys took. It was pretty much the same thing that Alex and his crew were
doing now, but the only reason they were able to do it was because they were lucky
enough to get a hold of a data disk that told them when the next shipment was due
and where it was headed. If it hadn’t been for that stroke of luck, they would have
had absolutely no clue what the Shi’aki were up to out here.
More security in the area also meant a higher probability of detection by
Octagon and other rebel factions because the guards had to communicate with
each other, and Octagon was always trying to hack into their communications
frequencies. By keeping everything small, local and keeping a small security force,
the Shi’aki greatly reduced the chance of someone finding the weapon’s location by
using their communication lines.
Since the uplink station was located literally in the middle of nowhere, the
Shi’aki probably hoped to use the location’s small size to its full advantage, making
it very difficult to locate by aerial photos or satellite, which Octagon routinely used
to try to locate the Shi’aki’s numerous hidden establishments with very moderate
success.
While the perimeter did act as an energy buffer designed to mask the
station’s energy signature from any airborne or sub-atmospheric surveillance
devices, placing a large security force in the area would be like shining a spotlight
on the new weapon’s location and screaming, ‘Here we are!’ That’s probably why
they decided to stick to minimal security outside of the station. The inside of it
would probably be a totally different story, but they would worry about that later.
“We’re coming to the security checkpoint. You guys ready back there?”
Dutch asked, nearing the post. An armed guard signaled for him to stop. This was
where they’d see if those codes that Naomi had hacked from the data link would
pay off. Dutch stopped the truck.
The guard walked over and looked at him curiously. He was expecting the
guard to say something. He didn’t. Instead, he began scanning the truck with a small
device to see if it had the correct access codes and the proper security clearance. All
of this data was found in the truck’s data link, which Naomi now controlled.
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Detecting someone was trying to access the truck’s data link, Naomi quickly
set to work and entered the correct access code for the truck. The access code that
she entered was a little modified. Not only was it designed to give them access to
the station, but it had been modified to tell the station’s security that this convoy
only consisted of one truck as opposed to four as the original access code stated.
Alex waited impatiently while the security guard verified their codes. He
hoped that they wouldn’t get busted for not entering the area through the Sector
25 checkpoint. Naomi told him that she had been able to successfully hack into the
Sector 25 checkpoint’s security database via the stolen truck’s data link prior to
entering Sector 28 and had uploaded their truck’s forged access and security codes
into it. He hoped that it would work.
The guard looked at them a little suspiciously. Alex tensed slightly, if this
didn’t work, they’d have to get the hell out of here fairly quickly. Saying nothing,
the guard nodded to Dutch and signaled for another security guard in the post
to open the gate while waving them through. Dutch drove through the gate and
proceeded to their assigned loading dock. Alex relaxed a bit. Naomi was really
good when it came to this kind of stuff. He just hoped her other codes would work
as well as this one once they were inside.
Reaching the dock, Dutch parked the truck backwards. This completed, he
and Alex jumped out and opened the truck’s cargo hold. They then started to offload
some of the small equipment. Making sure the coast was clear, Alex signaled to
Naomi, who quickly made her way to the loading dock’s door and entered the
access code to open it. The doors slid open with a slight hissing sound. She and
Dutch hurried inside. Alex looked to Shannon, who was still sitting inside of the
truck.
“You sure you want to do this? No telling what we’re going to run into once
we’re inside,” Alex warned once again, trying to discourage her from coming with
them. He had told her that she could turn back after they had made it down the side
of the mountain, but she had refused and continued to accompany them despite his
warnings. She seemed very determined to help them in their quest. He suspected
that the prospect of finding a new storage facility in the area was her main reason
for wanting to accompany them, but he really didn’t want to drag her into all of this
if it could be avoided. He hoped that she would change her mind.
“What, and stay out here by myself? No thanks! I’d rather be in there with
you guys,” she declined, looking him straight in the eye. She did have a point. Now
that she had come with them this far, leaving her stuck in the back of the truck
would be no safer than bringing her inside. He could tell that she was more than a
little nervous. He swore that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. He planned on
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getting them all out as quickly and safely as possible. “All right then let’s move,”
he said grabbing her hand. The two joined Naomi and Dutch inside of the building.
Naomi closed the door.
That was easy, Alex thought to himself while they huddled in the darkness.
Dutch scanned the building’s structure to find the source of the large energy drain
that he had been tracking. That was where the new weapon would be.
Alex stripped out of the heavy body armor he was wearing. It was too
cumbersome for him to move in.
“Got it, this way,” Dutch whispered, locking on to the location of the huge
power fluctuation. “Strange, I’m not detecting any movement in the area. Doesn’t
look like there’s anyone here. Guess we caught ’em with their pants down,” he
relayed, scanning the area around their current position for enemies.
“Maybe, but either way stay close and stay alert. I’m sure we’re not the only
ones here,” Alex instructed looking around the corner. Shannon could tell that the
lack of security was beginning to bother him.
“Follow me,” Dutch said, leading them farther into the building’s
superstructure. The farther they went, the more security began to emerge.
Conversely the place was pretty well guarded inside with roving sentries
and guards posted everywhere, as well as many security cameras. It was almost like
Alex had imagined it would be, which made him feel a lot more relaxed than he
had been at first. The thought of walking into a place that was supposed to contain
the Shi’aki’s best-kept secret with little to no resistance was very unsettling to him.
Now things were beginning to pan out the way he had foreseen them.
Dutch’s scramblers were keeping them from being detected by the station’s
internal security cameras, but they still had to be wary of the guards. Most of
them were very low level and could be easily dealt with. That still bothered Alex
a little. He would have thought that for a project this big, the Shi’aki would have
employed more reliable guards with heavier firepower and better fighting skills.
They were probably relying heavily on the assumption that no one would ever find
the place rather than needing a heavy force to defend it. This gave Alex and his
team a distinct advantage for the time being. Using extreme stealth and subterfuge,
they slowly and carefully made their way to their destination.
Because of her speed and fighting skills, Shannon proved to be a very
valuable asset when it came to disposing of the guards that they ran into. Having
never seen her fight before, Dutch and Naomi watched in awe while she and Alex
thoroughly trashed a group of four guards posted by one of the main doors they
needed to access to reach the energy source.
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Jumping into the air, Shannon quickly and silently caught the last guard in
a fierce chokehold with her legs before arching backwards. Standing on her hands,
she flipped the man’s body backwards onto his head, instantly snapping his neck.
Kneeling on top of him, she quickly slit his throat with one of the two mysterious
butterfly swords that she held in her hands. There was a slow gurgling sound as
blood flowed freely down the gaping hole in the man’s windpipe. The noise soon
stopped.
“Nice move,” Alex complimented her while they both struggled to drag
their victims’ heavy bodies around the corner to where Dutch and Naomi were
waiting.
“I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” she replied casually.
“I’ll say. Where did you get those things from?” Naomi questioned,
noticing for the first time that Shannon was now armed with the two swords.
“Trade secret,” Shannon replied with a smile. Alex looked at her briefly.
There was definitely more to this girl than initially met the eye. Disposing of the
bodies, they moved on.
A few minutes later they reached their destination, which was a huge metal
door. While there were a few cameras in the area, there were no guards around it.
The Shi’aki had probably never counted on anyone making it past the security or
even past Sector 25 for that matter, much less making it all the way here. “This is
it,” Dutch stated as they neared the entrance. Alex waited patiently for him to work
his magic on the cameras before they moved in. Now it was Naomi’s turn.
This particular door wasn’t like the others they had passed to this point. It
required a lot more than a just a simple password. Using her computer, the young
girl quickly set to work hacking the door’s security system while the others stood
watch. Finally, the door locks released and the door popped open slightly.
Naomi moved to the side and slung the rifle from her shoulder into her small
hands. She was ready for anything. Alex waited a few seconds while he listened
carefully for any sound of movement beyond. Dutch tried to scan the room with his
sensors, but there was way too much interference from the energy source beyond
it. He and Alex slowly forced the two heavy sliding doors open as the girls snuck
inside. They followed leaving the doors open just in case they needed to beat a
hasty retreat.
Turning around, Alex noted that they were in a laboratory of some kind. The
room was huge and it was almost completely dark save for the various LED lights
glowing from nearby scientific equipment and computers and a strange pattern of
transparent energy cables that spread overhead and all throughout the room. Blue
waves of energy could be seen flowing from the ceiling and through the cables.
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Following the energy’s route, Alex’s eyes traced the cables to see what they
were feeding. Located in the very center of the room was a very large hole with a
huge object sitting in the middle of it. The object was covered suspiciously with a
dark green reflective sheet of heavy material.
“That’s it,” Dutch confirmed, following Alex’s gaze to the covered object in
the center of the room.
“What the hell is it?” Shannon asked curiously as the group cautiously
approached it.
“There’s only one way to find out. Dutch, give me a hand,” Alex instructed,
slowly reaching out and grabbing the edge of the material. Dutch grabbed the other
end. Shannon stood behind Alex while Naomi raised her rifle. Nodding, the two
men simultaneously pulled the cover off of the object, revealing a large black eggshaped object that lay horizontally on its side.
“What is that?” Naomi whispered, lowering her rifle. She had never seen
anything like it.
“I don’t know,” Dutch admitted, carefully touching the device’s exterior
while beginning to analyze it. Though the sphere’s outside shell appeared to be
organically grown because of the large, twisting veins and muscle-like tissue
surrounding it as well as its apparent softness when he touched it, it made a clear
and hard metallic sound when he tapped it with the back of his finger, signaling that
it was actually very dense.
It was as he expected. Whatever this thing was, it was made out of almost
the exact same stuff that the Shi’aki’s standard armor was made from. There were
many small glowing blue orbs embedded into the object. The orbs pulsated with
the energy being fed to the object from the ceiling. He could tell that whatever this
thing was, it required massive amounts of energy to perform its function. Beyond
that, he couldn’t find out anything else.
“I don’t know what this thing is, but it looks like it’s a storage vessel or maybe
some type of generator for something. For what, I have no clue, but something big.”
Dutch continued his analysis while the others watched him.
“Is this the new weapon you were talking about? I wonder what it’s for,”
Shannon pondered, looking at the strange object. Alex thought quietly to himself.
Although they had found something that could possibly be, or at least be a part of,
what they were looking for, something was off.
“Hey look, over there,” Naomi whispered while pointing to a large mainframe
computer nearby. Alex knew exactly what she was thinking.
“Make it quick,” he said, signaling for her to go to work. He didn’t like
being here in the slightest. This was all beginning to seem a little too convenient for
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his tastes. Once again a feeling of extreme uneasiness crept up on him.
Dutch continued to try to analyze the object while Naomi quietly set to work
hacking the nearby mainframe computer. If they were lucky, maybe she could get
the design plans and find out exactly what this thing was, and what it was designed
to do.
While his mission was primarily to get information about the Shi’aki’s new
weapon, there was no way Alex intended on leaving that thing in once piece if the
Shi’aki’s plan was to use it against them at the earliest possible convenience. Once
Dutch had finished his analysis and Naomi had got the data she was looking for,
they were going to get the hell out of here and he was going to blow that thing to
bits!
I’m worried, a voice called to his mind. The sensation startled him for a
brief second before he realized who it belonged to. Turning, he saw that Shannon
was looking at him. Her lips weren’t moving, but it was definitely her voice that had
spoken to him.
Shannon? Is that you? he questioned cautiously in his mind.
Yes, the girl replied nodding silently to him.
I didn’t know you were telepathic, Alex thought, relaxing a bit. He was a bit
startled at first, but now he found that it really wasn’t all that shocking of an idea
that she was able to use telepathy. That was one of the few high level abilities some
mutants had.
I am, but I don’t use it that much. It takes too much concentration, she
admitted slowly. He could see from the slight strain in her eyes that she was telling
the truth. Just then a chill ran down his spine.
How long have you been reading our thoughts? Have you been reading
them all? Alex questioned accusingly, suddenly feeling invaded. He thought he
had felt something before sometimes when she was around, was she reading his
thoughts then? He sure hoped not!
No, your mind’s too strong for me to read a lot of your thoughts, but it’s
a lot easier for me to talk to you. However, I did manage to read a few of your
thoughts earlier today, she grinned mischievously. Even though the room was
almost completely dark, she could tell that his face was turning beet red.
Alex tried unsuccessfully to suppress a mental ‘Oh SHIT!’ while he
desperately tried not to think about what she possibly could have gotten from
him earlier that day, especially considering the dream he’d had. His mental guard
immediately went up as he sensed Shannon peeking around his reaction. She
eventually gave up with a slight sigh. It looked like she would have to wait till he
slipped again to find her answers.
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Very funny, remind me to wear a lead helmet over my head when I’m
sleeping, Alex brooded. You know, you could’ve kept this a secret and no one would
have known the difference. Why are you telling me this now? Alex asked curiously,
realizing that the girl had just given up a distinct advantage over him and the rest of
his group.
Because I trust you, she replied calmly. And because I don’t want to alarm
the others, she continued. Alex, I think we’re being watched.
What? Alex exclaimed mentally while looking her squarely in the eye.
I just sensed it a few seconds ago, but I can’t get a fix on whatever it is. Even
my telepathy isn’t letting me locate it, Shannon confessed. I think we should get
out of here, she suggested. For the first time, Alex sensed fear in her thoughts. He
looked over at her to see her staring at him with pleading eyes. She was definitely
freaked about something although she tried not to show it. Something was wrong.
It was time for them to leave.
“Dutch!” he cried only a second too late. A loud noise suddenly caught
his attention, as the two heavy metal doors they had just entered slammed closed
behind them followed quickly by a second set of heavier doors that shut horizontally.
Looking frantically around the room for a way out, Alex keenly noted that there
were no other exits. They were trapped!
“Alex? What’s going on?” Naomi cried hysterically, running back to the
group. She was scared out of her wits. Alex instinctively grabbed her by the hand
and placed her behind him before sliding into a fighting stance.
“It’s a trap,” Shannon declared heatedly while sliding into a fighting stance
beside Alex as two blades of ice formed in her hands.
“Son of a bitch!” Dutch swore, removing his halberd and taking up a
position behind them to complete the defensive triangle. Naomi was in the middle
of them.
“Dammit, I knew this was too easy!” Alex cursed to himself. Suddenly the
room lights flicked on and the walls of the room began to slide open, revealing
many large hidden compartments inside of the room. Each compartment was full of
Shi’aki guards and soldiers, all heavily armed. They were completely surrounded
with no way out.
“So, we meet again…. ‘Fire Starter’, wasn’t it?” A sinister voice hissed
from behind the group. Spinning around, both Alex and Dutch were shocked to
see the form of a severely mangled and deformed General Kristofferson standing
behind them. His neck was still twisted at a very awkward angle.
“Holy shit, he survived?” Dutch jumped as though he were seeing a ghost.
Alex glared at the man tensely. The general returned his glare.
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“Oh yes, I survived. No thanks to you two. By the way, I coded the data on
the disk you were so eager to steal from me with a trace program. So whoever you
managed to hand it off to for data extraction purposes is going to be in for one hell
of a surprise when they try to decode it,” the general sneered maliciously. Alex’s
temper flared. So that’s what the old man had been doing at the computer when he
and Dutch had caught up to him in the hangar bay back in New Town. He should
have known this was all too easy. The general continued.
“By the way, I wanted you to take out the convoy back in Sector 23. It was
all part of my plan to bring you right here, exactly where I wanted you to be. So,
now that you’ve stupidly fallen for my little trap, I’m going to enjoy watching you
die, but not before I’ve had my fun with you. You’re going to tell me everything
you know about your little rebel group,” the general stated, straightening his neck
slightly.
“The hell I will!” Alex shot back quickly while his mind raced.
“Oh rest assured, we’ll extract that information from you and your friends
one way or another. Even if we have to peel the skin off that little girl in front of
your very eyes, one of you is going to talk to us,” the general declared, staring
straight at the girl huddled in the middle of group. Alex knew he wasn’t kidding.
He’d found their weakness.
“Over my dead body!” he swore, pushing Naomi farther behind him.
“Have it your way. Good-bye, Fire Starter. I’ll see you in hell!” Kristofferson
laughed triumphantly while signaling for the soldiers to attack. Wasting no more
time in formalities, the horde of enemies ambushed them.
“After you!” Alex swore, determined to send the old man to the pit once and
for all. He and his group instantly sprang into action. Using his deflector shields to
protect himself and Naomi, Dutch charged up his wrist cannons and fired bolt after
bolt of high-powered plasma energy into the mob. Dropping to her knee behind him,
Naomi turned around and started shooting with her rifle. She was a surprisingly
good shot. She blasted a few holes in some of the guards surrounding them as they
closed in.
Knowing that their enemy planned to keep them all boxed in at the same
position, Alex was determined not to let that happen. If it did, this fight would be
over in seconds. Screaming fiercely, he charged two fireballs and jumped directly
into the middle of one of the groups closing in on them. Sensing his plan, Shannon
followed suit. That would keep them from all being boxed in at the same place and
would hopefully divide their enemies up so that they could dispatch them more
easily.
Alex noticed the large number of Shi’aki soldiers in the group. This wasn’t
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good. The guards didn’t worry him that much, but the Shi’aki soldiers did because
they were extremely powerful. Recalling their previous battle with Kristofferson
in New Town a few days prior, Alex was painfully reminded of exactly what they
were now facing.
The soldiers glared at them menacingly with glowing green and blue eyes.
Psionic energy flowed through their veins. Judging from the armor and blades
protruding from their bodies, Alex determined that these were just regular, somewhat
lower level Shi’aki soldiers. Their build wasn’t as massive as the general’s and they
had far fewer blades coming from them than the general had. Most of them just
had standard elbow blades or forearm blades, which was pretty much typical of all
Shi’aki. Their armor was also a slightly different color from his and they had no
wings. Even so, Alex knew from experience how extremely lethal they could be.
While he had fought and beaten one or two of them by himself on more
than a few occasions during his time working with Octagon, he had just barely
managed to escape with his own life every single time. The Shi’aki soldiers were
cold-blooded and vicious killers and would fight to the death in any situation. They
needed no reason, no logic, and they had no remorse. They just followed orders
coldly and efficiently. He knew that there was no way he could hope to defeat this
many at once, especially not in their current situation. But it wouldn’t stop him
from trying. They weren’t going to take him without a fight! Releasing his anger,
he launched himself into their midst.
Catching two of the Shi’aki soldiers off guard with his sudden attack, Alex
pressed the fireballs he held in each hand against their chests and blasted
them both across the room.
Sensing danger behind him, he ducked quickly as a clawed hand passed
over his head. Catching the arm, he elbowed the alien squarely in its armored
ribcage. Although this soldier’s armor wasn’t as thick as the general’s had been,
the blow still hurt like hell when he made contact. Using the pain to fuel his anger
even further, Alex spun under the soldier’s captured arm and kicked him in the face
before catching him with a heated right cross to the temple with his armored right
fist. There was a sickening crunching sound as the left side of the soldier’s face
was crushed from the blow. Grabbing him backwards by the neck, Alex strained
to throw the soldier’s heavy body into another one that was rushing him from the
side.
Just then a sharp pain entered his back as one of the soldiers slashed him
with his elbow blades. Growling menacingly, he spun around and caught the alien
with a whipping backhand to the face. His dark brown eyes burned fiercely as his

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

287

body heat increased and began to radiate throughout the room. The armor covering
his arms and stomach burned fiercely with intense heat as the red metal began to
glow slightly.
That was Alex’s secret. When he fought, the angrier he became the stronger
he became. The supercharged armor on his hands could get hot enough to melt
through steel if he hit it hard enough. That was one of the only reasons that he could
successfully fight the Shi’aki in hand-to-hand combat and win. However, even with
that added boost of power, the odds were still in their favor. Though his face was
shattered and burned badly, the guard that he’d just backhanded slowly recovered
and shook the blow off. It would take a lot more than that to stop him. He attacked
Alex again joined by two other soldiers and a guard.
Alex fearlessly dived into the group of assailants as the guard fired at him
with his rifle. He blocked the blast with his armored forearm before breaking the
guards neck with a hard left round kick to the face. The guard’s body flew across
the room into the group of enemies attacking Dutch and Naomi.
Using the same foot, Alex straightened it out to the side and caught the first
Shi’aki soldier squarely in the chin with a stiff side kick, knocking him backwards.
The second soldier jumped at him from the right. Flipping backwards onto his neck,
Alex caught the soldier with a heavy double-heel kick to the midsection as the body
passed above him and flipped the soldier backwards into a wall.
Seeing an opening, the soldier with the burnt face took aim on Alex while
he was still in a kipped position on the ground. Two weird two holes appeared at
the end of the two middle knuckles on the soldier’s right fist as dual bolts of bright
blue energy leapt from them.
Seeing the attack, Alex, using his arms and the muscles in his neck, sprung
into the air with his body completely inverted as the bolts of energy just barely
missed him and put a large dent in the floor. They should have punched a hole in it
instead. That’s when he figured out that the whole room was magnetically sealed
from outside.
This was a lab. Magnetically sealing the room was standard procedure
during highly volatile science experiments because it would prevent anyone from
blasting holes in the walls to damage the building’s superstructure outside of this
room in case one of the experiments blew up in their face.
The seal also had another purpose. It was used to detain mutants who
displayed psionic potential. He knew this from working with Octagon because they
used it all the time to detain prisoners, as did the Shi’aki. Now that he thought about
it, that was probably why Shannon hadn’t been able to use her ‘phasing’ technique to
escape from the convoy either. The inside of the trucks were magnetically sealed.
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While people could use their powers inside of the dense magnetic field if
their powers were strong enough, the field successfully kept them from using them
beyond it. In short, that meant that if he tried to teleport outside of this room,
his particles might get scrambled as he tried to pass through the magnetic barrier.
That wasn’t good. Only a high-powered bomb could really hope to break through a
magnetic seal and he didn’t have any.
The soldier kicked at him while he was in the air. While he couldn’t teleport
outside of the room, Alex could still use his powers while inside the field. The
Shi`aki soldier watched in confusion as his body vanished in midair and reappeared
directly below him in a low kneeling position. Charging a fireball, Alex stood up
straight and caught the soldier with a stiff ridge hand to the bottom of his chin with
the hand that held the fireball. The soldier’s head exploded as his body flew into the
air. Alex spun around, quickly blocking and deflecting more lasers with his armored
forearms while more soldiers and guards attacked him from all sides.
The battle continued to rage with Alex and his companions continuing to
fight for their lives against a seemingly infinite number of enemies. Hidden in a
ventilation shaft directly above room, a shadowy figure silently watched the scene
with moderate interest. They weren’t doing too badly for being so outnumbered, the
figure continued to observe.
Dutch’s shields had long since failed. The Shi’aki soldiers could pack one
hell of a punch with their laser blasts. He and Naomi were now fighting on the run.
He was using his halberd to block incoming fire. Alex joined up with them. He was
cut and bleeding from everywhere but still standing.
“There’s too damn many of them!” Dutch shouted to him over the commotion
while using his body to shield Naomi the best he could.
“You’re right, we can’t take much more of this. Everyone fall back to the
door!” Alex instructed, pulling Naomi behind him and blocking an oncoming laser
with his forearm while they started to fight their way to the room’s entrance. Their
only hope was that they could somehow get that door open. “Come on!” he yelled
to Shannon, who was doing some serious damage to the enemies surrounding her.
She was a very fierce fighter indeed.
Surrounded by two soldiers and four guards, she quickly ran one of the
guards through with her swords and used his body as a shield against one of the
soldiers who slashed at her with his arm blades. Twisting around the dead man’s
body, she slashed the soldier’s neck with her sword, cutting deeply into his armor
before blocking another soldier’s blade with the sword she held in her other hand.
Spinning into a cross-legged crouching position, she barely managed to
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avoid being shot in the back by one of the guards as she ducked below his weapon
and cut his leg off with her other blade. Using the blade in her opposite hand, she
spun in the opposite direction and decapitated the man as he fell to his side.
Deflecting a laser blast with her blades, she redirected the green bolt of
energy into the eye of one of the Shi’aki soldiers rushing her from the side before
grabbing the gun of the guard who had fired at her and catching him with a neckbreaking side kick to the chin. Hooking her raised leg around the barrel of the rifle,
she twisted her body and pivoted on her supporting foot while dropping down to
her knee, bringing the guard’s body smoothly down to the floor.
She slit his throat with the sword in her right hand and rolled off the body
in one smooth motion just before the other Shi’aki soldier came crashing down on
top the body with the blades on his knuckles. The blades deeply impaled the dead
man’s chest. If she hadn’t moved in time, the attack would have split her in two.
The soldier sprang after her. Just as he was about to reach her, he stopped suddenly
in midair as Shannon held her hand out in front of her and concentrated. Besides
being semi-telepathic, she was also semi-telekinetic.
The soldier growled deeply while struggling to break free of her mental hold
as he levitated above the ground. The soldier she had shot in the eye earlier rushed
her from the side. Reacting quickly, the girl flung the soldier she held towards the
other one approaching her. The soldier flew across the room and slammed into a
wall before scrambling to his feet.
One-eye nimbly leapt over the body of the second soldier as he sped past
and moved in for the kill. She had expected as much. Dropping the sword in her
right hand, she charged it with a glowing swirl of blue energy and blasted a hole
through the alien’s head.
Like Alex’s fireballs, her water blasts were enough to kill one of the soldiers
if she could hit them in the right spot, but the overuse of her psionic powers left her
physically drained. Her telekinesis left her even more so. She was cut, bruised and
breathing heavily from the use of the last technique. There was no way she could
keep up this pace.
Hearing Alex’s voice above the sound of laser fire she turned around to face
him. He and the others were making their way towards the door. Looking
into his face she could see that he was very frantically trying to make
his way towards her. She couldn’t hear what he was saying. Closing her eyes, she
concentrated briefly. “LOOK OUT!” His voice screamed in her head as she caught
a small mental glimpse of a guard aiming at her head with his rifle.
Sensing her immediate danger, she spun around in the sniper’s direction;
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his finger was already pressing the trigger. There was no way she would be able to
dodge in time.
“No!” she heard Alex’s voice scream as he prepared to teleport to her aide.
He wouldn’t make it in time. Her heart stopped as she felt the guard pull the trigger.
She shrieked in terror and braced herself for the impending impact of a highpowered laser slamming into her forehead. Nothing happened. Opening her eyes,
she saw why.
A puzzled guard looked curiously at the end of the rifle he held. The front
end of it had been sliced neatly in half. What was even more puzzling to him was
the large blade now protruding from his chest plate. He would have screamed if
it weren’t for the dark, gloved hand now crushing his windpipe. A dark silhouette
stood behind him holding the blade sticking out of his chest. Feeling the guard’s
body go completely limp, the assailant quickly slid the blood-covered blade from
the chest of his victim and twirled it into a sheath on his back as the dead guard’s
body fell to the floor.
For some reason, the noise seemed to capture the attention of everyone in
the room. The fighting stopped temporarily as everyone turned to look in the dead
guard’s direction. Everyone stopped moving. Looking up from the dead man’s body,
Shannon saw a large black boot now resting on the dead man’s back. Following the
boot she traced the foot to its origin, which turned out to be a very hansom darkskinned man about her and Alex’s age.
Alex and his friends stared dumbly at the dark figure in front of them. He
was dressed in all black and extremely well built. His dark brown eyes seemed to
burn with intensity as he stood fearlessly in the midst of the group of enemies. A
variety of weaponry was strapped to his body and an odd-shaped metal device was
strapped to his left forearm. Alex nervously glanced around the room full of Shi’aki
soldiers, some of whom now whispered inaudibly amongst themselves. For the first
time ever, he sensed fear among them. That made him very uneasy.
The whole room was quiet as the young black man stepped over the dead
guard’s body and began to make his way into the room. Time seemed to stand still
while his leading foot touched the floor. A brief pause, then all hell broke loose!
Two screaming Shi’aki soldiers jumped out of the group and attacked
him. Slashing at him with its clawed hand, the first soldier jumped into him. With
lightning fast reflexes, the man expertly parried the blow to the left side of his face
with his right hand while simultaneously clothes-lining his attacker with his left
arm. The soldier’s body slammed into the ground headfirst. Wasting no time, the
dark-clothed man pulled two small knives from the left side of his black utility vest
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and stabbed them forcefully into an exposed weak spot in the soldier’s armored
neck. Glowing green blood spurted everywhere as the soldier writhed in pain.
The second soldier was on him in seconds. Catching this one with a
hurricane strength spinning-back roundhouse kick to the face, the man watched the
soldier’s body twirl quickly in the air from the force of the kick before reaching
into the holster strapped to his right thigh and blowing a hole in top of the soldier’s
head with a homemade myrillium tipped armor-piercing bullet from the custommade heavy-duty pistol he now held in his hand. The soldier hit the ground and
stopped moving. The place quickly became a madhouse as the soldiers and guards
immediately seemed to lose interest in Alex and his friends and instead focused
their attack on the new guy.
“Go,” the mysterious man instructed to Shannon, who stood mesmerized by
what she’d just seen. She quickly snapped out of her trance and began fighting her
way towards Alex. Catching her movements, one of the soldiers moved to cut her
off.
Reaching for sharp round object strapped to his hip with his left hand, the
man gripped the disk by the finger grips located in the center and threw the disk
into the approaching group of enemies. The disk flew in a straight line, neatly
slicing its way through everything in its path and decapitated the soldier reaching for
Shannon. A shower of hot green blood splashed across her face as the alien’s head
fell to the floor with a look of shock. She continued to run. The disk immediately
returned to the man’s outstretched hand. He quickly replaced it on his belt before
pulling the second pistol strapped to his left thigh and firing a rapid burst of ammo
into the crowd as they once again rushed him.
“Who the hell is that?” Dutch wondered in awe.
“Come on, hurry!” Alex yelled to Shannon, who eagerly made her way
towards them.
“Miss me?” The girl smiled reaching him. He breathed a sigh of relief. He
thought he’d lost her for sure when that guard had her in his sights.
“Friend of yours?” he asked nodding towards the mystery man, who was
miraculously holding his own against such a large group of enemies.
“He’s bought us some time, but it won’t last that long. We have to get out of
here now!” Dutch called, trying desperately to force the doors open behind them. It
was no good.
“What? We can’t just leave him!” Shannon exclaimed, looking at the man
who had just saved her life. She didn’t know who he was, but they couldn’t just
leave him hanging there like that.
“Naomi, get this damn door open I’ll cover you!” Alex yelled before
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turning to Shannon. “Don’t worry, we won’t, but first we gotta get outta here,”
he promised, charging up multiple fireballs and throwing them into the back of
the group surrounding the mystery man. The blasts scattered them and managed
to catch some of their attention. That would even things out just a little bit. The
mystery man continued to battle the large group of enemies surrounding him.
He continued to spray bullets with expert precision into the group surrounding
him while twisting his body and changing hand-firing positions at an alarming rate
in order to increase his accuracy while presenting a more difficult target to his
enemies. However, expert marksmanship wasn’t his only skill.
Expending all of his ammunition during the fight, the man braced himself
as his enemies moved in for the kill. Flipping the ammoless guns upsidedown in his fingers and holding them by their grips like two mini tonfas, the
man turned and blocked downwards with the gun in left hand as one of the Shi’aki
soldiers tried to impale him in the chest with the blades on his knuckles. Forcing the
arm downwards and away from his body, the man countered with a crushing right
cross to the soldier’s jaw with the butt of the gun that he held in his right hand. The
blow shattered the soldier’s jaw.
Raising his back foot, the man delivered a stiff back kick to one of the
guards rushing him from behind before whipping round and smashing the inverted
butt of his pistol across the guard’s helmet with a fierce back-fist. The concussion
crushed the guard’s skull as his body flipped forward in the air from the sheer force
of the blow and landed flat on the floor.
Ducking quickly, the man dropped below another guard’s attacks and
concaved his leading foot’s kneecap in with a hard punch with the gun. The guard
screamed in intense pain as the man stood and finished him off with a lighting quick
combo of blows that crushed his chest, head, and neck before catching him with a
fierce push kick that sent his body flying across the room.
Spinning on his front foot, the man executed a hard capoeira-style roundhouse
heel kick to the face of one of the Shi’aki soldiers attacking him. The soldier’s body
whipped completely around from the force of the kick. Using the kick’s momentum,
the man flipped a front handspring and smashed both of his guns across the alien’s
face and neck as he landed on his feet. Both guns shattered from the impact. The
soldier recovered quickly. It would take more than that to finish him off.
As if in answer to his silent request, the man ducked and planted his left
foot while whipping his back right foot in a high diagonal arc, catching the soldier
with a very heavy roundhouse heel, meia lua de compasso kick to the other side of
his face. This kick crushed the left side of the soldier’s head before the man twirled
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his body in the opposite direction while still in a squatting position and slid his left
leg out close to the floor using his hands for balance, effectively spinning under
the soldier’s right arm in a low negativa stance. Completing the negativa, he span
to his feet and removed a sai-style dagger from his back with his right arm before
using the momentum of his movement to plunge the weapon straight through the
wounded soldier’s thick armor and into his stomach.
Removing the dagger’s twin with his left hand, he jabbed the other blade
into the soldier’s neck. Hot alien blood flowed down both of the weapons. Another
soldier took aim on the man with the organic laser guns in his fists while he finished
disposing of his current enemy.
Keenly sensing his danger, the man whipped around just as the soldier fired
his blast. The laser missed him by inches. Pulling his dagger from the dead soldier’s
intestines, the man quickly flicked the weapon at his new enemy, catching him with
undefined precision right between the eyes. The soldier’s body fell to the floor in a
splash of green blood. Not wasting any time, the man removed the large sword from
his back and quickly decapitated the dead soldier still impaled on the dagger in his
left hand as his other enemies closed in on him from all sides.
Twisting the handle on his combo-sword to unlock it, the man separated
the two inter-linked blades that composed it and set to work. Using a brash and
lightning-fast mix of various martial arts styles and expert dual-blade sword fighting
techniques, the man fearlessly set to work slicing his enemies to shreds.
Alex and Dutch were busy doing some heavy-duty combat of their own as
they fought to protect Naomi while she worked desperately to get the door open.
“It’s no good, I can’t get it open!” the young girl exclaimed frantically while trying
code after code with no results.
“Keep on it!” Alex screamed, wrestling with another soldier before catching
him with a devastating blow to the stomach. His armor was now glowing brightly
as it exceeded its normal temperature. The blow burned a hole through the Shi’aki’s
stomach covering Alex’s hand in blood. Alex quickly broke the guard’s neck and
slung his body across the room before channeling more energy into his hand and
unleashing a bright flaming bolt of fire from his open palm into the crowd of alien
enemies rushing him from below.
He had long since stopped using fireballs to keep the Shi`aki at bay and was
now firing straight blasts of energy much like Shannon’s ice blasts. He very seldom
used this technique because he knew that the concentrated blasts of energy would
drain his power more rapidly. They were much harder to control than his fireballs,
which only took a little energy to create and could be thrown like baseballs or fired
from his hand like a bullet. The bolts he was firing now were more like lasers and
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took a lot more concentrated energy to make, but they packed a much harder punch
than his small fireballs. He could now kill a soldier in one blast, but he wouldn’t be
able to keep up this pace much longer.
His energy was running low and his body temperature was rising out of
control as the armor on his arms and abdomen continued to burn fiercely with his
internal energy. While he could naturally withstand a lot of heat, that didn’t mean
that he was impervious to its effects. He could draw energy from fire, but too much
heat could be as dangerous to him as it was to anyone else. His armor could take a
lot more heat than his body could.
“Looks like our friend’s in trouble!” Dutch said, noticing that the large
number of enemies around the mysterious man were now closing in on him. They
were slowly backing him into a corner. He was still fighting bravely and doing a
hell of a job of disposing of his enemies. Anyone that came within four feet of him
was dead meat, but he wouldn’t be able to keep up that pace for long against such
impossibly huge odds.
“I’m going to give our friend a hand and try to draw some of these enemies
away from you guys. Naomi, get this damn door open!” Dutch screamed, firing
blasts of blue energy into the crowd of enemies surrounding them. He too was
running out of energy as his internal battery cells began to deplete themselves.
“No don’t!” Alex warned, watching his friend jump into the air and fly
across the room while attacking the enemies around Alex and the two girls from
behind. Just then one of the Shi’aki soldiers turned on him and fired two blasts from
dual blasters that were organically grafted to his waist. The lasers caught Dutch
squarely in the side; he screamed in pain and crashed unconsciously to the ground
in a heap.
“NOOO!” Alex screamed, watching his friend fall amongst a large group
of soldiers. “DAMN!” he cursed, firing multiple rays into the group to keep them
off of his badly wounded comrade. He couldn’t really do anything to help him
right now because if he left, Shannon and Naomi would be unprotected. This party
would end really soon if they couldn’t open that door.
“Dutch!” Naomi screamed hysterically, knowing that something terrible
had happened to him.
“Door!” Alex yelled at her harshly, forcing her to refocus on her current
task.
“I’m trying! It’s no good, the locking system’s been destroyed!” she cried in
frustration with tears streaming down her face.
“Guess they really didn’t want us going anywhere,” Shannon said, trying
her best to remain calm through the commotion. She gently placed her hands on
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the crying girl’s shoulders before moving her out of the way. She had been working
with Naomi to get the door open, but it was no good. There was one thing that she
hadn’t tried. “Stand back, I’m going to see if I can phase through it and open it from
the other side,” she said, powering up the technique.
“No don’t! It’s magnetically sealed from the outside! I can’t teleport us out
of here either,” Alex warned. Shannon swore. She was afraid of that.
“We have to find another way out of here,” she said looking Naomi deep in
the eyes.
“Dutch…” the younger girl cried sorrowfully. Alex would have snapped at
her if he hadn’t been to busy blocking laser fire.
“The only way we can help him is to find a way out of here,” Shannon
explained levelly while reaching into the younger girls mind to make her understand.
Naomi calmed down.
“Right, ok, let’s see what we can find,” she said, glancing around the
room.
Shannon looked at Alex, who was fighting bravely to protect them. He was
cut and bleeding and his armor was slashed and dented everywhere. He wouldn’t
be able to take much more of this. He trusted them to find a way out of here. She
wasn’t about to let him down. “Let’s go!” she replied with concrete determination.
They would find a way out of here! Grabbing Naomi’s hand, she began to fight
her way to another control panel located on the other side of the door. Maybe they
would have better luck with that one.
Glancing around the room, she noticed that the number of their enemies had
been reduced by over half. Noticing a particularly large group of enemies, she saw
the mysterious man was still fighting for his life in the middle of the horde. Watching
him fight against such impossible odds made her that much more determined to get
the job done. Raising her hand, she blasted the head off of another guard with a bolt
of energy while once again the ice blades formed in her hands. If these bastards
wanted a fight, she would give them one!
The mystery man continued to battle his enemies. Like Alex, he was cut
and bleeding from everywhere, but he was still holding his ground. His
many years of training and previous battles with the Shi’aki had given him
the razor-sharp edge and experience he needed in dealing with his enemies.
Glancing at the ticking timer on the device strapped to his wrist he noticed
that it read 07:47. The neuron charges he’d set throughout the building were
programmed for a fifteen-minute detonation delay.
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That was supposed to be enough time for him to get the place rigged and get
the hell out of there before the bombs went off. With the payload each of them was
carrying, when they went off, everything within a five-mile radius would go with
them, which included him if he wasn’t out of the blast range by that time. There
wouldn’t be enough of this place left to fill a two-liter glass once the bomb finished
its job.
He’d taken extra precautions this time since his near fatal miscalculation
with the experimental thermo-gravitonic charge he’d used on another base a few
days ago. He’d barely managed to escape that one. He would have been well on his
way out of here by now with plenty of time to spare if it weren’t for his current little
‘detour’.
He knew it was a stupid decision to join this particular fight. The smartest
thing to do would have been to use them as a diversion so that he could quietly
make his way out of the base. But he couldn’t just leave these people here after
seeing the odds they were facing. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, it was an
uneven fight. But seeing as they would all be screwed if they couldn’t find a way
out of here, it was now time for ‘Plan B’.
Needing to free up one hand, the man re-linked the two swords into their
original battle blade form which could be wielded with one arm. Using his free
hand, he quickly reached into his utility vest and pulled out a device. The group of
enemies all took a cautious step backwards as he threw it into their midst.
For a few seconds nothing happened as the chemicals inside of it mixed,
forming a thick gray smoke that began to shoot from the device and quickly fill the
room. The smoke contained a mix of chemicles designed to quickly trap and absorb
nitrogen particles in the air and convert them to carbon thereby robbing nearby
Shi`aki soldiers of a much needed air supply. The smoke effectively did it`s job
by causing a large group od soldiers around him to gag. Using the diversion as a
chance to escape, the man bolted through the crowd.
Seeing his escape, one of the guards kicked at him. With cat-like reflexes
the man sprang into the air and did a complete no-hands front somersault while
cutting the guard’s head off in midair. Landing on his feet in the middle of a group
of five men, he quickly sprang into a handstand. Spreading his legs to the side and
twirling his body with his hands while torquing his legs, he viciously caught them
all with a deadly series of spinning hurricane strength kicks that sent their bodies
flying in all directions before springing to his feet again.
A soldier attacked him with a kick. Dropping to one knee, the man pulled
out a long knife and stabbed it into the soldier’s opposite foot, pinning him to the
ground before catching him with a smoothly flowing lightning-fast combo of heavy
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bare-fist and open-hand blows. The flesh on his knuckles was mangled and bleeding
when he was finished, but the Shi’aki soldier looked much worse than he did.
Using pure speed, the man whipped his leg in a stiff arc and caught the
soldier with a hard muay-thai style round kick to the face with his shin. The force
of the blow crushed the soldiers face and broke his neck. Fortunately for him, these
were only low-level Shi’aki soldiers, otherwise he would have broken his leg.
Ignoring the pain, he snatched up his large blade and twirled it around his
body, using its broad sides to block laser fire and slice his enemies to ribbons in a
continuous and fluid motion while smoke continued to fill the room.
Noticing an unusual figure lying on the floor he quickly stooped down to
check it out. This one wasn’t an enemy. He was the armored soldier fighting with
the group of rebels he was trying to help. He had been hurt badly, but was still
alive for now. Scooping him up, the man slung the unconscious soldier’s heavy and
bulky frame onto his shoulders and continued to make his way towards the group.
“What the hell is that?” Shannon coughed, making her way back to Alex’s
position through the thick cloud of pungent grey smoke filling the room. She was
leading Naomi by the hand.
“I don’t know,” Alex admitted just as confused as everyone else. The smoke
had come from nowhere at all. “Any luck with the door?” Alex asked, looking at
the huge metal barrier behind them.
“That should buy us a little time,” a deep voice interjected from behind
them. Spinning around, the group watched as the mysterious man emerged from the
smoke carrying a very bulky object on his shoulders. It was Dutch!
“Dutch!” Naomi screamed, noticing that he wasn’t moving.
“My God, is he going to be ok?” Shannon asked, her voice full of worry for
her friend. His thought patterns were very low.
“We have about five minutes to get the hell out of here,” the mystery man
said ignoring the previous question while pushing past them to the door. Just as he
thought, it was magnetically sealed from the outside. There was only one way to get
through this thing.
“Five minutes? What the hell do you mean?” Alex demanded promptly while
watching the stranger run his hand over the smooth metal door. He was measuring
how much force he’d need.
“Neuron charges. We have five minutes to get out of here or we’re all gonna
be permanent residents,” the man answered calmly, removing his hand from the
door. He started calibrating the settings on the device attached to his left wrist.
“WHAT!” Everyone exclaimed at once.
“Oh shit!” Alex swore, remembering Dutch and Hind’s lengthy bomb
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explanation. Shannon and Naomi had no clue as to the specifications a neuron
bomb and they didn’t want to stick around long enough to find out.
“How’s that door coming?” Alex asked Naomi again. Now they were really
in deep trouble, he hoped that she and Shannon had some good news for him.
“No good, there’s no other exit!” she informed him.
“The smoke’s clearing, we have to get out of here!” Shannon noted,
somewhat panicked by the news of the bomb.
“We’d need a bomb the size of Rune to get out of here!” Naomi cried in
frustration. This was getting to be way too much for her.
Shit! Alex thought to himself. If only he could teleport, but there was no
way with that seal up and he’d already used up too much energy while fighting.
He couldn’t teleport anyone even if he tried now. Four people was out of the
question.
“Get back,” the mystery man instructed whilst backing away from the door.
Following his warning, the group backed away. Aiming the device on his left wrist
at the door, they all watched with curiosity as the device emitted a high-pitched
charging sound before shooting a bright transparent yellow bolt of concussive
energy into the door, blowing a huge ten-foot in diameter hole in it and in the
second set of doors behind it. So much for a magnetic seal. The mystery man ran
through the hole and left Alex and his friends standing there with their mouths
gaping wide open.
The device he’d used was a sonic cannon. Alex had heard of them before,
but he’d never actually seen anyone use one. The device turned sound energy into
a raw form of concussive energy that was a hundred times stronger than most
conventional bombs. He’d always heard that they had been outlawed because it was
impossible to focus the sound waves into a concentrated blast. Apparently someone
had found out how to fix that little flaw.
I’ve got to get me one of those, he noted to himself, staring at the large hole
in front of him.
“Well, that’s one way we could get the door open,” Naomi remarked, still
mesmerized by what she’d just seen.
“Come on!” Shannon yelled, grabbing Naomi by the hand and sprinting
through the hole.
It wouldn’t take their enemies long to figure out where they’d gone and
they only had a few minutes left before the bombs went off. Alex ran after them.
The mystery man was waiting for him outside. Shannon and Naomi were already
making their way out of the station.
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The mystery man tossed a large grenade-shaped device to Alex. Understanding
the man’s plan, Alex pulled the pin and pitched the bomb through the hole he had
just exited. Turning around, he saw that the man was already running out of the
building with Dutch in tow. Taking that as his cue to get the hell out of there, Alex
bolted away from the lab and ran down the hallway just seconds before the bomb
blew, spewing a mix of fire, alien and human body parts into the hallway while the
rest of the door’s structure collapsed, trapping the rest of his enemies inside of the
lab. That would buy them a little more time.
Alex continued to run, following the mysterious man’s path out of the
building. The sun was still low on the horizon when he exited the structure. They
had only been inside for a few hours. It would be dark soon. He had to admit that
he was beginning to doubt if they would ever make it out of that room in one piece,
but they weren’t out of the woods yet.
Since the sonic cannon’s blast had triggered the building’s security system,
every guard outside was now alerted to their presence. Following procedure, they
quickly launched a group of TPCs and escort drones to hunt the intruders down
while recalling all the local rovers. They weren’t about to let Alex and his friends
just walk out of there. The deadly army of mechanized soldiers locked on to their
targets.
Shannon and Naomi were in the lead. Stopping briefly, Shannon desperately
looked about for the quickest exit from the station’s perimeter. Spotting a place that
didn’t seem to heavily guarded, she and Naomi were about to head in that direction
when the mystery man stopped them.
“This way!” he instructed before bolting away from them in the opposite
direction. Apparently he had another way out. Dragging Naomi along, Shannon
followed his lead. Alex joined them.
Leading them to a large hole in the electrified fence, which he had made
earlier on his way into the station, the mystery man ignored the stinging sensation of
electricity flowing through his body while he grabbed the fence and opened the hole
wide enough for Alex and his friends to go through before escaping himself with
Dutch still on his shoulders. “Follow me!” he cried, sprinting past his exhausted
travel companions while once again glancing at the timer on his wrist. They only
had about four minutes before the bombs went off.
Fortunately, he already had a plan which could ensure their survival if they
could make it there in time. Recalling the schematic layout of the geographic area
surrounding the station, he remembered that the canyons at the foot of the Cornada
Mountain Range ran just north of their current position. There was a large rift only
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a few hundred meters away from where they were. If they could get there before
the bombs blew, they could climb down into this rift and enter the canyons below,
which would protect them from the initial blast as well as the shockwave that would
follow afterwards destroying everything on the surface. That was the only chance
they had now. Increasing his speed, the man led the others through the desert. The
TPCs were hot on their trail.
Alex didn’t have to look behind him to know that their enemies were gaining
on them. He could tell that by the heavy rain of laser fire pounding the ground
around him and his comrades as they made their way through the thick sand.
Fighting his way up a large sand dune, Alex saw the mystery man’s plan.
There was a large crack in the ground only about two hundred meters ahead of
them. If they could make it to that rift and climb down into the canyons before the
station exploded, they would be safe from the blast.
There was no telling how deep the rift went, but at this point it didn’t really
matter to him. His only concern was getting clear of the blast. Shannon and Naomi
were just in front of him dodging laser fire. Their enemies were closing on them
rapidly.
Spinning around, Alex fired a quick blast into the group of TPCs pursuing
them. The blast slammed into one of them, causing it to explode in a shower of hot
parts across the desert floor. That seemed to distract the others very little as they
continued to press their attack.
Shannon and Naomi followed the mystery man’s lead as fast as their legs
could carry them. Naomi was out of breath and completely exhausted. Her lungs
burned for air while Shannon continued to drag her along. Looking at the mystery
man in front of them, she had to admit that she was impressed. He was running
very fast for someone carrying at least three hundred pounds on his shoulders. She
wondered how he could manage to move so fast. Dutch was still unconscious, and
she wondered if he would be ok.
The mystery man continued to run. They were almost there. Looking at his
timer he noticed that they still had two minutes left. That would give them time
enough to climb down into the rift and maybe reach a depth that would protect
them.
He estimated that they would at least have to be ten meters below the opening
of the crack and hiding somewhere in one of the crevices below it to not get sucked
into the shockwave’s vacuum when it passed above them. That was going to take a
lot of luck. Of course they could always jump into the rift when they reached it, but
the odds of them surviving the six-hundred-foot fall were very low indeed.
He was only a few meters away from the edge of the rift when the ground
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beside him exploded, throwing him and the rest of the group off of their feet near
the rift’s edge. Seeing their escape route, one of the TPCs pursuing them had fired
a proton torpedo into their midst, causing the ground below them to explode and
scattering the group in all directions.
Shannon groaned, slowly picking herself off of the ground and shaking the
ringing from her head. Naomi was lying beside her face down in the sand. She
slowly began to rise, coughing chunks of sand from her throat. She was dazed but
would be ok.
Alex cursed while standing slowly while holding his right shoulder, which
had been injured when he landed on it. The group of enemies continued to close on
in them. Looking to his left he saw that Shannon and Naomi were ok. The mystery
man stood beside him supporting Dutch on his right side. He was in no better shape
than the rest of them. It looked like that last blast had knocked the wind out of him
as he stood there breathing heavily. Alex had to admit that he had put up one hell of
a fight up to this point.
“Got any ideas?” Alex whispered to the new guy, who just stood there staring
into the distance. He was measuring the distance to the station. Their enemies
would be on them in just a few seconds. They still had over one minute left before
the bombs blew so now they went from not having enough time to spare to having
too much. If they made for the canyons now, the TPCs would just follow them and
dispose of them on the way down. There was only one thing to do.
“Alex, what are we going to do? Can’t you teleport us out of here?” Naomi
asked, her voice full of panic. She and Shannon looked at him hopefully.
“Wasted too much energy during the fight,” he admitted in defeat. The
mystery man paid them little attention as he finished calculating the distance to the
station. Glancing over his shoulder, he stared into the rift with a sly smile. Maybe
today was his lucky day after all. Shannon stared at him briefly.
“Wait a minute, you’re not thinking about…” she started,catching the
look in his eye and realizing what he was planning. “Oh my God…” she swore,
discovering that he was serious.
“Get ready,” he whispered to Alex, who was standing to his right, while
slowly relaxing his hold on Dutch.
“Ready for what?” Alex asked, completely confused. There was no way
they could hope to defeat that many enemies in their current condition. He was
wondering what the new guy’s plan was.
“Jump,” the mystery man instructed while staring at their oncoming
enemies.
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Alex could barely believe his ears. “WHAT? Are you nuts? There’s no way
we’d survive a fall like that!” he began to protest. The mystery man ignored his
comments. He didn’t have time for this. Releasing his hold on Dutch, the man
carelessly pushed his weighted body over the rift’s edge, much to the horror of the
people surrounding him.
“You crazy bastard! What the hell are you doing?” Alex screamed angrily
while quickly reaching for his unconscious friend. He just barely managed to grab
Dutch’s hand in time, but it wasn’t enough. Dutch’s armored body was too heavy
for him to hold onto to. He lost his balance and fell into the rift.
Naomi stood there with her mouth gaping open. She couldn’t believe what
she’d just seen. “ALEX!” she cried bitterly, watching him fall from view. The
mystery man didn’t pay her any attention at all.
“Jump,” he signaled to Shannon as she looked into his dark brown eyes.
Suddenly a sense of calmness filled her soul. For some reason, she knew that he
wouldn’t allow anything to happen to them. Even so, she couldn’t bring herself to
just leave him up here alone.
“What about you?” she protested. The man glared at her sternly. Though
his manner was very strict his eyes seemed to say, ‘Trust me’. She understood.
Grabbing Naomi by the hand, she turned around and jumped over the edge, dragging
the younger girl with her. Naomi screamed in terror as she they plummeted into the
darkness below.
Turning his attention back to the group of enemies approaching him, the
man once again calibrated the sonic cannon on his wrist. He’d only get one chance
to pull this off. The timer on his wrist read 00:43. That was way too much time for
them to come after him if he messed this up.
Locking on to him, the group of enemies abruptly opened fire. Avoiding the
laser fire, the man leapt into the air and executed a back somersault over the edge of
the cliff while firing a bolt of yellow energy from between his tucked legs with the
cannon attached to his wrist.
The bolt missed the group of TPCs and continued to speed across the
desert. With expert precision, it slammed into one of the bombs that he’d planted
located on the side of the building, causing it to prematurely explode and setting
off a chain reaction between the other bombs hidden in the base. The station shook
tremendously from the force of the blast before exploding in a bright ball of superhot yellow energy which quickly spread throughout the desert engulfing everything
in its path in a blaze of fire.
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The group of TPCs didn’t realize what was going on until it was too late.
The shockwave of energy swept over them, completely incinerating them before
continuing over the mouth of the canyon and expanding like a balloon across the
desert floor while destroying everything in its path. When it was finished, all that
remained was a huge smoking crater in the sand where the station used to be.
Naomi’s lungs screamed for air as she quickly swam her way to the surface
of the large body of water she had landed in after falling for what seemed like an
eternity in the darkness of the canyon. Breaking through the surface, she gulped the
much-needed air before allowing herself to relax a little bit. She was lucky to be
alive. A fall like that should have killed her.
Fortunately Shannon had been able to telekinetically slow their fall a little
bit before they impacted with the water’s hard surface. Looking to her right, Naomi
saw Shannon slowly crawling out of the water onto a nearby bank on the water’s
edge. At least she was ok too. She couldn’t say the same for Alex and Dutch, who
were nowhere in sight. She swam to where Shannon was now resting on the sand.
“Damn that was close,” Shannon sighed heavily to herself. She was so
panicked and everything seemed to happen so fast that she hadn’t even sensed the
water at the bottom of the gorge until after they had jumped. If she had noticed it
before, she might have been able to manipulate it to give them all a much softer
landing than the one she had just barely managed to provide for Naomi and herself.
Even so, she was just happy to be alive.
She smiled to herself while stretching her weary body out on the sand. The
use of her telekinesis left her momentarily too drained to move. She had completely
exhausted all of her powers during the fight.
The sound of splashing water caught her attention as Naomi also emerged
from it. She was a little worse for the wear and Shannon could tell that she was still
recovering mentally from the shockingly long fall they’d just had, but other than
that, she would be ok.
“Where’s Alex?” the younger girl asked brushing a tuft of wet hair from in
front of her eyes. Shannon sat up. That was a good question. She was certain that
the boys’ landing hadn’t been quite as gracious as theirs had been. She hoped that
they had managed to survive the fall. As if in answer to her prayers, another sound
of splashing water caught her attention.
“Here,” Alex called, emerging from the surface of the water. He was
dragging something heavy. He too felt extremely lucky to be alive. Like Shannon,
he hadn’t even noticed the water below them until it was almost too late. If he’d hit
the water at the rate he was going while they were in freefall, the impact would have
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crushed him like a bug.
Maneuvering himself in the air, he had used Dutch’s heavy metal frame to
cushion his landing. True it was a little selfish, but considering his friend’s current
physical condition, there was a very good chance that he wouldn’t make it anyway.
Having survived the impact, he had struggled to get Dutch’s heavy body above the
water before it sank to the bottom. That had proven to be a challenge.
“Are you ok?” Shannon asked, scrambling to her feet. She was really happy
to see him. She could tell that he was in a lot worse condition than she was. It was
amazing that he’d survived the fall at all.
“Yeah, give me a hand,” he called back while still struggling to drag his
friend’s body from the water. Shannon and Naomi rushed to assist.
“Is he ok?” Shannon asked, noticing Dutch was still unconscious.
“For now. I don’t know how that metal body of his works, but I think we
need to get him someplace warm,” Alex replied.
“Over there,” Naomi pointed to a small cave in the canyon wall to their
right. Between the three of them, they finally managed to drag Dutch into the cave
and laid him on a bed of green foliage. This place was a totally different world from
the one they were used to seeing.
At first guess, Shannon believed that the body of water they had landed in
was actually part of the underground river that flowed into her temple in Sector
22. She guessed this because the water was fresh, which was very rare indeed. It
would make sense considering that they were directly on the opposite side of the
mountains to where she lived.
The place they were at now had a lot of green grass and foliage as well
as a few small trees. That was probably because it was so far down that whatever
happened on the surface had little effect on what went on down here. Plants had
flourished, forming somewhat of a small forest at the bottom of the canyon.
If it weren’t located so far into Sector 28, which was known to be Shi’aki
territory, this would have probably been a very nice place to live, but getting
supplies would have been a pain because it was located at the bottom of a canyon.
Only flying transports could gain access here because the walls of the cliff were too
steep for any ground-based transports to use. Of course, there was probably an exit
somewhere down here that led out of the canyons, but these things stretched for
miles so there was no telling where it could be. She guessed that it would probably
be north of their current position.
“Damn, he’s heavy!” Naomi sighed after helping the others bring Dutch
inside the cave. It was cold and damp down here. Shannon had already begun
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gathering plants and wood to start a fire.
“I’ll go get some more firewood,” Naomi declared gently rubbing Dutch’s
chest plate. She really hoped that he would be ok. She turned and left.
“That should keep him comfortable for now,” Alex said, looking at his friend
lying quietly on the grass. Shannon could tell that the sight didn’t really go over
that well with him. Those two had become really good friends. Just then a fleeting
image raced through her mind as she realized that they were missing one person.
“What?” Alex asked curiously, watching her spring to her feet and run to
the water’s edge, scanning it for any sign of him. Reaching out with her mind, she
mentally tried to lock on his position. Nothing.
“He’s not here,” Alex stated, slowly realizing that she was looking for the
mysterious man that had helped them escape. Alex couldn’t sense his presence
either. Shannon stopped and looked at him. He could see that she was worried about
him.
“You don’t think that…” she started, hoping that her guess wouldn’t be true.
Though she didn’t know who the mysterious man was, they wouldn’t be standing
here if it weren’t for him. She hoped that nothing bad had happened to him.
“No, not him, he’s way too smart for that, whoever he is,” Alex assured.
“You mean you don’t know him?” Shannon asked somewhat surprised. For
some reason she’d thought that the man was part of Octagon from the way he’d
carried himself. He seemed to recognize Alex or Dutch in some way. Why else
would he risk his life to help them? Then she remembered that Alex had asked her
if he was her friend. That meant that Alex had no clue who he was either. This was
definitely strange.
“Nope, never seen him before,” Alex confirmed, rubbing his bruised chin
thoughtfully. Now that he thought about it, who was that strange guy anyway? He
was pretty much familiar with all of Octagon’s operatives inside of the grid so he
wasn’t one of them. And judging from his tactics and the weapons that he used, he
wasn’t working for them on the outside either.
Octagon was very organized and always worked in groups. That’s what
made them so effective. Besides, no soldier would accept a suicide mission to blow
up a Shi’aki installation like that all by himself. He’d have to be nuts! Nope, this
guy definitely wasn’t one of them. He had to be one of the rogues.
Alex shuddered. Unlike Octagon, the rogues’ reason for fighting against
the Shi’aki was often very different from the reason Octagon fought. Most of them
were nothing more than pirates that were out for their own gain and profit. They
cared very little about the rest of mankind.
Alex remembered what Hind had said about the destroyed Shi’aki base his
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boys had found in Sector 18. The base had been destroyed using thermo-gravitonic
charges. Although the type of bomb used this time was different, there was no doubt
in Alex`s mind that this was the guy who destroyed it. The thought of the rogues
being that well equipped and organized and having that kind of destructive power
to where it only took one man to destroy an entire Shi’aki facility on his own was
very unsettling indeed.
“Well, whoever he is, he sure helped us out up there. I hope he’s ok,”
Shannon replied looking into the sky. The sun had set and a few stars could now be
seen. She slowly made her way back to the cave while gathering more small sticks
and twigs on her way.
“It’s getting dark. We’d better try to heat this place up before we freeze
to death!” she stated absently while piling the wood and finding two flint rocks
nearby.
Alex watched in amusement while she used the two flints to try to start a fire
on the pile of wood she had gathered. She was having very little success because
the fuel was still a little too damp. She looked so cute trying to start a fire with
wet fuel that he couldn’t help but smile while watching her. She seemed to be so
determined.
With a sly grin, he finally reached out his hand and shot a bolt of fire into
the pile with his finger. Shannon had been so absorbed with starting it on her own
that she had completely forgotten about Alex’s powers. She fell back on her hands
slightly startled as the pile in front of her exploded into flames. She turned around
to see Alex smiling at her with his finger raised. A small flame flickered at the end of
it. “Show off!” she scorned with a playful smile, her gaze once again meeting his.
Saying very little, the two moved Dutch’s body closer to the flame in order
to warm him before taking their own comfortable positions next to the fire. The
warmth felt good on their soaking wet bodies. Shannon really wished she could
take her clothes off to dry them as it was very uncomfortable sitting around in them.
For some reason she had a distinct feeling that Alex wouldn’t really mind if she
did. While the thought of doing it just to see his reaction was a little tempting, she
thought better of it and just sat closer to the flame.
A few minutes later, Naomi returned with more firewood. She had really
gathered a lot. Soon they were all seated around a warm bonfire. Naomi sat with
Dutch’s head in her lap. It was obvious that she really cared for him a lot. He
assured her that he would be ok. His suit’s auto-repair function might still be
working. If so, he would start recovering soon.
They all sat around talking about the events of that day. Although it was
safe down here, they all agreed that they couldn’t stay for a long time. They were
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too weak and exhausted to last for long down here without food or supplies. They
would have to find a way out before they starved to death.
Using her computer, Naomi managed to pull up a geographical map of the
area. Shannon’s guess was correct, there was an exit to the north of their current
position. If they went north, they would make it out of the canyons. From there, all
they would have to do is make it back over the mountains without getting caught by
any rovers and they would be safely back in Sector 22. Of course, if Dutch wasn’t
better by then, that also meant that they would have to carry him back with them,
which given their current physical condition was completely out of the question.
There was only one thing left to do.
Removing his wrist computer from the inside of his utility vest, Alex
activated his homing beacon and programmed their position coordinates into it so
that his land cruiser would be able to locate them. He doubted that the craft was
completely repaired, but it should have fixed itself enough by now to get them out
of the area and back to HQ. He had to get back and inform his father about his
findings or lack thereof, and to see about getting Dutch some medical treatment.
He was sure that his father would be a little disappointed that the mission
had turned out to be a failure, but not too much. He really did care about Alex a lot
and would die if anything happened to him. That’s why he had paired him up with
Dutch, the best agent he had outside of the grid.
As she had nowhere else to go and he was now unofficially responsible for
her, Naomi would be coming with them back to HQ. He would have offered for
Shannon to come with them, but he already knew what her answer would be. She
had made it clear that she had to get back to Sector 22 to look after her children. She
told him that she needed to figure out a way to get back into Area 41 so she could
get supplies. He could tell that she was more than a little disappointed not to find
anything in the station. She said that she would be leaving as soon as she felt well
enough to move because she wanted to try to get back by morning. He wished he
could help her more. He didn’t want her to leave.
As night wore on, the two found themselves talking about a great many
things. Naomi was now sleeping with Dutch. The younger girl held onto him gently,
waking from time to time to make sure he was still breathing. Though it was weak,
she could still hear his heartbeat through the armor covering his chest. That made
her feel a lot better.
Alex and Shannon casually continued their conversation. They both seemed
to have a lot in common in many ways. A strong bond was naturally beginning to
form between them.
“So, if you don’t mind me asking, what about your family? You already
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know what happened to mine,” Shannon asked curiously. Her brother had been
taken from her when she was six and her parents had been killed when she was
about two or three years old. She had gotten really sick when she was young and
had almost died from some strange disease.
Fearing for their child’s safety, her parents left her in the care of her brother,
Keno, while they went to the nearest city to look for medicine. They never returned.
As far as she and her brother were concerned, they were dead. She could just barely
remember their faces. They both seemed to be very kind and loving people. She
wished shed had more time to get to know them better. She wondered what Alex’s
family had been like.
“I never knew my parents,” Alex confessed, scratching his head. The girl
looked at him sorrowfully. She was sorry she’d asked the question. “I was raised
in a termination camp in Sector 81. Lived there since before I can remember until I
was eleven,” he continued, rubbing the back of his neck.
“That explains the markings on the back of your neck,” Shannon observed.
She had noticed them earlier while she was riding behind him in the speeder the
first time they went to Sector 22. It was a Shi’aki slavery brand given to those
people unfortunate enough to be taken to the camps.
“Yeah. I’ve had it since I was a kid,” he confirmed. Shannon stared at him.
She had always heard stories about the camps. They were rumored to be hell on
earth. It was amazing that he’d survived such an experience.
“I’ve heard about those camps, but I’ve never seen one. They say it’s the
worst nightmare you can possibly imagine,” she said slowly.
“It’s true. Most people who are sent there don’t last very long. They’re
either executed, tortured to death, or commit suicide. Some parents even kill their
children because they know what the Shi’aki will do to them later. The strong ones
are forced to work in the mines or placed in the incinerators to dispose of the dead
bodies of the people the Shi’aki have killed. The weak ones are normally used as
guinea pigs for scientific research or weapons development. That’s probably where
our friendly neighborhood TPCs came from,” he explained briefly, thinking of the
other children who had worked alongside him in the mines. “Either way, none of
those who are captured tend to live very long. Guess I was lucky. I was one of the
strong ones.”
“That’s terrible,” Shannon whispered, listening sadly to his grief-ridden
tale.
“Not really,” he responded much to her surprise. “I guess it was different for
me because I was either born there or taken there when I was a baby, don’t know
which. Either way, the camp was the only life I’d ever known as a child. I mean, I
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had always heard stories of the outside while I was there, but I never actually saw it
for myself until I was older, so for me being in the camp was kinda normal. Maybe
that’s what kept me alive so long,” he continued thoughtfully, tracing a pattern into
the wet earth beneath his feet with a stick.
“Plus a lot of the older people in the camp looked after us so it wasn’t so
bad,” he admitted. “But I’ll die before I go back to another one,” he added, glancing
into the raging fire between them. Now that he had learned what it meant to be free,
his heart would never allow him to be a prisoner like that again.
“So what happened?” Shannon asked, completely drawn into his past. Now
she knew why he was so strong all of the time. He’d already been through hell as a
child. It was no surprise that nothing fazed him now. He’d probably already seen it
all.
“I escaped with a few other people. We wandered the desert for a few days
until we found an old city to hide in. There were actually a lot of people living in
that place underground. It was a cool place, but the streets were kinda rough. You
know, survival of the fittest. It was tough at first, but I got used to it eventually,”
Alex responded.
“So how’d you hook up with Octagon?” she inquired.
“Actually, they found me,” he answered truthfully. “The Shi’aki eventually
discovered our little hiding place later and raided us. They killed everything and
everyone in sight. You ever heard of the Barrel City Massacre? That was us. They
hit us so hard and fast that we never even stood a chance. I was the only survivor of
that raid,” he reminisced sorrowfully. He had lost a lot of friends in that raid.
“What did you do?” Shannon asked slowly. She knew that she was digging
deeper into his past than she really should have been, but she just couldn’t help it.
She wanted to know.
“What the hell do you think? I ran, just like everyone else! But I took a hit
before I could escape. It should have killed me, but it didn’t,” he said, reaching into
the middle of his back where the laser had hit him. It had happened so long ago that
there wasn’t even a scar left now.
“Anyway, I blacked out and when I woke up, the entire city was leveled and
in flames. It looked like someone had hit it with a nuke. I was lying in the middle of
it all with a bunch of guys standing around me. They were Octagon. I don’t know
why they were there, but as I was the only survivor, they decided to take me back
with them to HQ. Once I was there, I met the major and he kinda took me under his
wing and looked after me. So I guess I’m like his adopted son, at least that’s what
everyone calls me. I suppose I got used to it after a while. Anyway, I’ve been with
them ever since,” he finished the account.
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“Wow, I guess you were really lucky,” Shannon said thoughtfully.
“You could say that,” he replied with a smile.
The two continued to talk for a while longer. It was now late at night. The
fire was warm and cozy. Shannon felt her clothes. They were dry now. As much
as she hated to admit it, she would have to leave soon if she were going to make it
back to Sector 22 by morning.
Looking at Alex, she could see that he wasn’t too thrilled about her leaving.
He kept talking to keep her around. She was also getting to the point where she
didn’t want to leave him either. They just seemed to have so much in common. But
she had to leave for the sake of the kids. She was almost sure that she would meet
him again, but for now, it was time for her to say good-bye. She had to leave before
it was too late and she changed her mind.
“It’s time for me to go now,” she said, looking down at the ground. Why was
it that saying those words to him hurt her so much? She was almost on the verge
of tears. She forced herself to smile and rose to her feet. Alex continued to stare
blankly at the ground in front of him. The silence sliced into her soul like a cold
knife. Somehow she thought this would be a lot easier than it was turning out to
be.
“I have a long walk ahead of me,” she continued slowly.
“I know,” Alex replied. He knew that she had already made up her mind and
it wasn’t his place to try to change it, as much as he’d have liked to. She had to do
what was in her own heart. “I wish you would stay, but I understand why you can’t.
Besides, this is our fight, not yours. I don’t want to get you involved in any more of
this,” he choked while trying to find the right words to say to her that would make
them both feel better. He couldn’t find any. He quickly changed the subject.
“My land cruiser will be here soon. We’ll have to walk to the edge of the
canyons in order to rendezvous with it because it looks like the entrance is a little
too narrow for it to navigate on its own,” he stated. It was true; they would have to
walk a few miles north to reach the craft once it got into position. “We’ll probably
start out as soon as it gets here,” he continued, glancing at Dutch and Naomi, who
were still sleeping nearby. He was trying to avoid eye contact with her as he spoke.
That would make things a little easier.
“Well, take care, and tell the kids I said hi,” he said, looking towards her to
find that she was now standing very close to him. He lowered his eyes. This was
getting really complicated.
“You too,” she whispered soothingly while gently caressing his face with
her right hand before softly kissing him on the cheek. He closed his eyes as the
sensation sent a warm shiver down his spine.
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She broke from the kiss and stared briefly into his dark brown eyes. Her
insides burned for something more than what she had just felt. Alex stared at her, as
they slowly began to edge closer to each other as if being drawn into one another
by some unseen force.
Just then, Shannon came to her senses and slowly pulled herself away from
him. She didn’t know what had come over her. But she couldn’t let this happen, not
now. She had to get back home. The kids would be waiting for her. She couldn’t just
leave them there on their own… Could she? She shook the idea from her head.
Alex just stood there looking at her with a heartbroken expression. She
knew that he didn’t want her to go. He watched silently as a small battle raged
between her emotions and her rational thinking. Glancing into his eyes again, she
made her decision. She knew that if she didn’t leave right now, she never would.
“I have to go. Please be careful and take care of yourself, ok?” she said,
placing a little more distance between them. Alex understood.
“You take care of yourself too. Maybe when all of this is over, I’ll come see
you sometime,” Alex promised, his heart full of grief.
“I’d like that.” The girl smiled to him. She couldn’t take it anymore. Turning
quickly she slowly walked away from him as tears began to well up in her eyes. She
could sense that he was staring after her. It would be a mistake to look back. She
didn’t.
Alex watched as she slowly disappeared from view. He was devastated.
Inside he’d always known that it wouldn’t be possible for things to work out between
them because they both had different lives and obligations. He was devoted to his
work and she was devoted to the children in her village. But even so, a part of him
still hoped that somehow, someway, she would change her mind and come back to
Octagon with him. Now that he thought about it, that had been a little selfish of him,
but he still wished it just the same.
He promised himself that he would see her again someday, but for now
all he could do was wait for his cruiser to get here and go back home. He still had
Naomi and Dutch to look after. After a few more minutes, he slowly turned around
and went back to the fire. Sitting down next to his friends, he stared at the warm fire
for a few minutes before forcing himself to sleep.
He woke with a start the next morning as a loud beeping sound came from
the computer on his wrist. It was his cruiser. It was now in position and waiting
patiently for him at the designated rendezvous point to the north. It was time for
them to get moving. Waking Naomi, he carefully checked Dutch’s condition. The
man was now breathing normally and his heartbeat had become a lot steadier than
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it had been before. Sometime during the night, his armor had retracted leaving him
partially clothed while the armor continued to repair itself. He would recover a lot
more quickly now.
“Where’s Shannon?” Naomi asked groggily, noticing that the older girl
wasn’t there.
“She left last night,” Alex replied slowly.
“Oh,” Naomi commented sadly. She had also hoped that Shannon would
change her mind and come with them back to Octagon. She didn’t even get a chance
to say good-bye. She promised herself that they would meet again.
“Let’s get out of here and get him back to HQ.” Alex smiled to the younger
girl, trying not to think about Shannon. He would have plenty of time to do that
when he got back home. Right now, he had to focus on getting them out of the area
safely.
“Right,” Naomi agreed, helping him place Dutch onto his shoulders. Alex
was still weakened from the fight, but now that Dutch wasn’t wearing his body armor,
he was actually a lot lighter and could be carried much more easily. Alex would be
able to carry him without any assistance. He and Naomi quickly extinguished the
rest of the fire and gathered the rest of their gear before leaving the campsite and
heading towards the rendezvous point.
The two traveled silently for most of the way. Neither of them felt like
talking that much. Naomi was still worried about Dutch’s condition and a little
depressed that Shannon had left without saying good-bye to her. Alex was lost in
his own stream of depressing thoughts. It took them about two hours to exit the
canyons.
They had seen many wild beasts roaming around while they were on their
way out. At one point, Naomi had barely managed to shoot down a huge winged
creature that had made for them while they climbed up a pile of large rocks. The
thing had very long claws and strong wings. It was probably looking to carry one of
them off for a late night snack. Deciding that it would be better for them to move a
little faster, they increased their pace.
The hot desert sun beat down upon them as they emerged from the canyons.
It was actually a welcoming sight. Alex’s cruiser was located on the other side
of the canyon’s wall. They would reach it in a few minutes. Coming around the
canyon’s wall Alex stopped suddenly when something caught his attention. Naomi
pulled her guns and slowly peered from behind him.
She didn’t see anything at first. Looking up, she watched as a long relieved
smile crossed his lips. Looking further to her left, she saw why he was so happy.
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Basking on a large rock in the bright sunlight, right next to his cruiser was
Shannon.
Sensing his presence, the girl turned and waved to him. His heart almost
burst with joy at seeing her again. He was so happy that he almost dropped Dutch
as the urge to run to her swept over him. Recovering quickly, he held onto his
friend and quickly made his way to her position. This was a very pleasant surprise
indeed.
“SHANNON!” Naomi screamed with glee at seeing the older girl. She ran
past Alex to meet her. Jumping from her comfortable perch on the rocks ahead, the
older girl embraced her.
“Hey, baby! You didn’t really think I’d leave without saying good-bye, did
you?” Shannon smiled, hugging her tightly before looking up at Alex, who was
trying in vain to hide how happy he really was to see her again.
“What happened?” he asked, noticing a pile of scrap metal lying on the
ground a few meters behind his cruiser. It was a rover. There were four more scraps
of metal spread throughout the area surrounding his cruiser. It didn’t take him long
to figure it out.
“I spotted them heading your way on my way up the mountain. I was afraid
that they had somehow managed to locate you guys in the canyons and would
come after you so I took them out. I didn’t know that they were just following your
cruiser. I couldn’t see it because of the cloaking device. Actually, I didn’t even
notice it was here until I was tracing the weird impressions it made in the sand and
bumped into it,” she explained, rubbing the top of her head painfully.
“Since I figured out where you had parked, I decided that maybe I should
just hang around for a bit to make sure no more of them showed up. So here I am,”
she finished with a smile. Alex could have kissed her. She had stayed there all day
just to look make sure that he and Naomi made it out of the canyons safely.
“I guess I should thank you,” he smiled, returning her gaze. He could see
from her eyes that guarding his craft wasn’t the only reason she had decided to hang
around. “I guess I owe you another one,” he continued thankfully.
“No, you don’t,” Shannon replied sheepishly while walking over to him
before looking deeply into his eyes. “You remember what you said last night? You
know, about it not being my fight? Well you’re wrong. It is my fight too,” she said
frankly, hoping that he would understand what she was trying to say. He did.
“But what about the kids? I don’t want you to get involved in all of this. You
have more important things to take care of,” Alex objected before she raised her
hand and stopped him.
“That’s why it’s my fight too. Sure I might be able to feed them and to
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look after them for a little bit, but for how long? What if the Shi’aki find out about
the village? What if they use that new weapon of theirs to destroy it? No matter
how much food I can steal or how many supplies I get, I won’t be able to protect
those kids forever. What if I’m gone? Who’s going to look after them and take care
of them then? Nothing’s ever going to change as long as the Shi’aki still control
everything. There’s only one real way to protect those kids and ensure that they
have a bright future,” she reasoned softly. Alex continued to stare into her soft blue
eyes. She was right.
“You sure about this?” he asked, already knowing her answer.
“Yes,” she replied softly. “So how about it? Do you think you can fit one
more into this cruiser of yours?” she asked, turning and winking at Naomi, who was
now ecstatic with glee at hearing the news.
“I think I might be able to squeeze you in, but I have to warn you in
advance, this thing’s only a two-seater,” he smiled before turning to Naomi.
“You’re in the back with Dutch,” he told the younger girl, who just grinned at him
mischievously.
“Roger that!” she quipped smartly while throwing him a mock salute. She
wouldn’t have had it any other way.
“Ok then, let’s get out of here,” he said, raising his wrist computer to his
mouth.
“Rover, deactivate cloaking device,” he commanded to the invisible ship in
front of him.
“Cloaking device disengaged,” the craft’s computer-synthesized voice
acknowledged as the ship quickly materialized in front of them. Shannon looked at
the small craft. He was right. It was a lot smaller than she had expected. They would
be squeezed in there pretty tight.
“Status report,” Alex commanded again, asking for an update on the repairs
the craft had made to itself during his absence. Walking to the craft, he carefully
opened the cockpit while the computer rambled off the list of repairs it had made and
the percentage that it had been able to repair all of the damaged systems. Overall,
the percentages were pretty good. He would still have to make a few minor repairs
to the stabilizers, but that could wait until he got back to HQ. Right now all he
wanted to do was go home.
“You first,” he signaled to Naomi. The girl groaned as he helped her crawl
into the backseat. Since she was first, that meant that Dutch would be on her lap
for the whole duration of the trip. He was pretty heavy, but she promised that she
wouldn’t complain too much. She and Alex carefully loaded Dutch into the backseat
with her. Shannon was standing below them patiently waiting for her turn. There
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was no way she could fit into the back with the other two. Sliding into the pilot’s
seat, Alex strapped himself in before reaching outside of the cockpit and helping
her up.
Since the space was so small and she couldn’t sit beside him, she’d have
to sit on his lap the whole way. For some reason, the idea didn’t seem to bother
her that much. She carefully climbed into the front seat with him and positioned
herself comfortably across his legs, being careful not to block his view. Since the
craft’s virtual navigation system was still damaged, he would be driving visually,
which meant he didn’t need his bulky helmet. That would make the trip a little more
comfortable. Wrapping one arm around his neck, Shannon gave him a thumbs-up
signaling that she was now ready to go.
“All right, let’s get out of here and hope we don’t have a burnout,” he said,
powering up the craft’s engine. The craft rose into the air. He could tell that the
stabilizers were still in bad shape from the way the craft listed to its left side; he
would have to drive more carefully to compensate for this. Throttling up, he slowly
began to make his way out of the sector.

CHAPTER 7
OCTAGON

The trip back to Octagon headquarters, located inside of the grid in Sector 9,
took about ten solid hours from Sector 28. Alex elected to go over the shallow part
of the mountains to the far north of Sector 22 and through Sector 33.
He chose this path because his cruiser’s aerial propulsion system was still
out of operation, which meant that his craft couldn’t gain altitude above a few
feet. He would have to travel along the surface for the entire trip, making for very
slow progress, since crossing over the steep mountains at a high altitude was now
impossible. The only alternative left was to go the long way through Sector 33.
From Sector 33, he crossed the mountains again, this time to the south. This
brought him back into Sector 36 and past Tristan. He continued south for a while
before heading southeast, away from Sectors 25 and 23 while going past Sectors
32, 31, and 18 until he reached Sector 20, which was where the defense grid ended.
From there it only took him a few more hours to reach Sector 9, where he continued
on his way into Octagon’s Outer Circle.
The Outer Circle was really just the residential area of the Octagon base
located underground. This was where all of the Octagon rebels inside of the grid
lived with their families. It was fairly big city with a large population. Octagon
had invested a lot of time and effort in maintaining security and keeping the place
hidden from the Shi’aki’s view, which due to its underground location was actually
pretty easy. The most ironic thing about Octagon HQ was that it was originally an
abandoned Shi’aki city.
A long time ago, after the infamous Zinjin Attack left many of them stranded
on Earth with no hope of returning home and no reinforcement to help them fight
their battles on the ground, most of the Shi’aki fled underground and built hidden
cities there in order to hide from their human oppressors, who were quickly
destroying all Shi’aki establishments on the surface. The Shi’aki stayed hidden for
a countless number of years until after the Great Catastrophe, which scorched the
sky and completely decimated the Earth’s environment and ecosystems.
Finding that the humans were severally weakened by the cataclysmic natural
disaster and couldn’t withstand the intense heat and radiation that the atmosphere
now contained, the Shi’aki made their move. Having been genetically designed to
withstand even the most extreme environments, the Shi’aki found that the radiation
had very little effect on them.
316
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Tired of hiding underground, they slowly began to migrate back to the
surface while destroying countless numbers of human establishments there. They
slaughtered humans by the millions. That was how this all began.
It was while looking for a place to hide that Octagon’s original founders
stumbled upon this place so many years ago. It had been completely deserted and
had lot of good things to offer technology wise.
For example, while the Shi’aki could live for months without water, they
couldn’t survive indefinitely without it so they had drilled deep into the earth
until they had reached the mantle. Using steam from the flowing rivers of molten
lava beneath, they built large underground water condensers, which captured the
steam and purified it, making it perfectly drinkable. That was just one of the things
Shi’aki establishments had to offer. There were also a few types of synthetic food
replicators.
The original owners had managed to learn how to grow certain types of
fruits and vegetables underground as well as rice. Using the food replicators, they
could increase the amount of food that they yielded per year.
While this did provide them with a distinct luxury that most people didn’t
have, the problem with the replication process was that every generation of
replicated food would lose its vitamins and minerals, becoming ‘ghost food’, which
was nutritionally useless.
For example, a single potato couldn’t be replicated indefinitely because
after four or five replications, the original vegetable would lose all of its nutrients
and become a ‘ghost’. Replicated foods had even less of a lifespan than the
originals did.
This meant that there was still a very limited supply of food for the many
hundreds of people gathered in the city. Also, the replicators couldn’t clone meats.
Fortunately, living underground also brought with it the ever-present threat of
rodent infestation. This along with synthesized meats like the ones Alex and his
friends had eaten earlier provided most of the population with a large majority of
their daily nutritional needs.
While the Outer Circle was the residential area of the base, the Inner Circle
was where Octagon headquarters itself was located. This was the heart of the city
and contained many large building like structures. The Shi’aki were very proficient
in utilizing their materials to the fullest extent.
Besides having buildings and places used for meetings, they also had a few
manufacturing facilities that provided them with the steel and metals used to build
their cities and the weaponry needed to defend them. These were the facilities that
Octagon was now using against them. They even had a transport factory, which was
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where Alex and the rest of those working for Octagon got the all of their land and
air-capable craft such as the land cruiser he was currently using. The Shi’aki would
have probably flipped if they ever found out that one of their biggest pains in the
ass was actually operating from one of their former hideouts.
“Octagon, this is Omega, requesting permission to land,” Alex called into
the short-range communications device on his wrist as his cruiser’s comms were
still out.
“Copy that Omega. Submit your pass code,” a voice called back to him
through the device. Alex quickly keyed the sequence of numbers into his wrist
computer. This was a standard security check. Everyone working for Octagon
inside of the grid had to have one of these devices to gain access to the inside of
the base. They very rarely met other operatives from outside of the grid here. He
was going to have quite a time explaining his three new travel companions to the
security outside of the gate. He would trust his father to help him out with that.
“Ok, Omega you’re clear to land. Proceed to dock three,” the voice once
again crackled on his wrist computer.
“Copy. Have a med unit standing by and tell my father that I’ve brought two
strays home with me. Tell him that I’ll explain later,” Alex instructed, piloting his
craft towards the designated landing dock.
“Roger that, Omega, the med unit is on its way and will meet you at the
dock,” the voice confirmed. “By the way, welcome back,” the man speaking to him
from the control tower added.
“Thanks.” Alex smiled. He had been gone for quite a while now. It sure was
good to be home.
Shannon stirred restlessly in his lap. She had been sleeping for the past three
hours. He guessed that she was as exhausted as him was from the previous day. He
didn’t even know if she had gotten any sleep at all the night before after she’d left.
She looked so peaceful lying there with her head on his chest. He had tried his best
to make the ride as comfortable as possible for her considering that they had both
been crammed into the front seat together for ten hours straight.
“Hey, we’re here,” he whispered softly into her ear. The girl squirmed
slightly, waking from her slumber. It wasn’t the most comfortable sleep she’d ever
had, but she couldn’t complain that much. Alex’s chest did make a nice pillow but
her back and legs were a very stiff.
Opening her eyes, Shannon saw a surprisingly large arrangement of
structures in front of her. Judging from the lack of natural lighting in the area, she
guessed that they were somewhere underground. She had never seen anything so
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huge in her life.
“Wow,” she gasped in awe. Alex smiled. He could tell that she was really
impressed with his home.
“Like it?” he asked, watching her rub the sleep from her eyes and glance
around at the large city.
“It’s a lot bigger than I thought,” she admitted. “Hey Naomi, wake up,” she
called to the backseat where Naomi was also sleeping with Dutch’s head in her lap.
The younger girl awoke and stared at the large buildings in front of them.
“Wow! So this is Octagon, huh? I’m impressed,” Naomi said with a whistle.
She had always heard that the base was located in a big city, but she had never
imagined anything quite like this.
“Just wait till you see the inside,” Alex declared proudly. He was sure she
would like it here and because of her expertise; she would have no trouble fitting
in. There were many young people her age that she could hang out with so he was
certain that she’d have no trouble finding friends. This would be a good home for
her. He and his father would make sure of that.
Approaching the landing dock, Alex spotted the medical staff waiting for
him as promised. He carefully landed his craft and powered down before breathing
a sigh of relief. With all the things that had happened to him in the past few days,
he was beginning to doubt that he would ever see home again.
Opening the cockpit, he helped Shannon out of the craft before turning to
Naomi and Dutch in the back. Dutch was still unconscious, but he seemed to be
doing a lot better. They quickly got him into the med unit. Naomi watched with
eyes full of concern as they rushed him away and into the infirmary. Alex wasn’t
exactly sure if they would really be able to help him or not because of his unusual
body structure, but it wouldn’t hurt to get him someplace where his condition could
be monitored more closely by people who at least had a clue as to what they were
doing.
“Don’t worry, he’ll be fine,” Shannon coaxed, placing her arm around the
younger girl’s shoulders. She could tell that he was recovering because of the fact
that his brainwaves were slowly starting to return to normal.
“Follow me and stay close. Octagon doesn’t tolerate a lot of bullshit here so
the place is pretty safe, but you two still should be careful,” Alex warned, looking at
them both. Heeding his advice, the two girls followed him closely while he escorted
them through the Inner Circle and into one of the large main structures located in
the center of the city. This was Octagon HQ.
“Stop,” a guard instructed, barring their way as they entered the building.
Four other guards, each holstering standard issue pistols, joined him. Security
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check. “Pass Code,” the guard demanded sternly. Alex knew the drill.
“X74662-Lima,” he recited while the other four guards scanned his body
with handheld metal and bio scanners. Security was tight here for a good reason.
The Shi’aki had many human spies roaming around inside of the grid trying to
locate them. A few had even managed to get into the Inner Circle before. Of course
they were captured and killed as soon as they were found out, but ever since then
Octagon wasn’t taking any chances.
“Ok, you can pass,” the guard said, stepping out of his way once the scan
was completed.
“They’re with me,” Alex stated, pointing to the two girls and hoping that his
prestigious influence would be enough to get them in without having to go through
the hassle of being scanned. It didn’t.
“You know the drill, Fire Starter, no one gets in without being scanned,”
the man declared gruffly. Alex smiled and stepped out of the way. He’d have him
transferred to toilet duty later. “Ok, your turn,” the guard said, turning his attention
to Naomi.
The younger girl stepped forward and spread her arms to the side while the
guards scanned her. They let her through with no problems. Now it was Shannon’s
turn. Alex could tell from the way the guards had been eyeing her from the first
time they’d laid eyes on her that this was going to be interesting. He watched as
she stepped forward and spread her arms to the side just as Naomi had. The guys
started to scan her. The scanning rods were coming a little too close to her body for
her comfort, but she waited patiently for them to finish.
“Pass Code,” the main guard stated with a sly glance to one of his partners
who was scanning Shannon. Even though he could tell that she’d had a rough night,
the man had to admit she was definitely one of the sexiest girls he had ever laid eyes
on. He didn’t know where Alex had picked her or Naomi up, but he wasn’t about to
let this one slip through without at least getting a small piece of the action.
“You know she doesn’t have one, Max. I’ve already reported it to security
control,” Alex replied directly, knowing full well that he was setting the guy up for
a very brutal beating. The guards went for the set up hook, line and sinker.
“Really? Well you know what that means. We’re going to have to pat her
down to make she’s not carrying any… concealed weapons,” one of the other guards
smiled from behind her, rubbing his hands in glee at the prospect of the grope fest
he’d soon be partaking in. Naomi caught the glance and started to say something in
protest before Alex stopped her.
“Be my guest,” he shrugged, throwing up his hands in mock surrender
while giving Shannon and quick ‘Kick their asses!’ glance. This was going to be
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fun to watch. He’d never liked these particular guys anyway. They were always
pulling this type of shit on women who came to the Inner Circle from the outside.
It was about time someone taught them a lesson. Shannon returned his glance. He
mentally promised her that he wouldn’t interfere.
“Ok ma’am, please just relax, we just need to make sure that you’re
not carrying anything lethal…” the head guard began to explain with mock
disappointment at being tasked with doing such a humanly degrading job while
another one reached under her armpits and began to pat her down while making
sure to rub his hands against the side of her breast. Two of the other guards started
working their way up her legs. Shannon stood there gritting her teeth until she
couldn’t take it anymore.
Clamping her right elbow down around the one guard’s hand and trapping it
under her armpit, she spun and caught him with a hard elbow to the nose, breaking
it and knocking him out at the same time. The man’s body fell on top of one of the
guards at her legs. The other guard below her started to scramble to his feet before
catching a hard left back thrust kick to the stomach with her booted heel. The blow
knocked the wind out of him and sent him crumbling to the floor.
Turning her attention to the head guard that had started all of this, she
nimbly dodged under his arm while he made a grab for her and punched him
squarely in the balls with her right hand while forming an ice blade in her left. The
man groaned in agony as he fell to his knees.
Alex also winced at the sight of the blow. His hands instinctively dropped
to a guard position covering his groin; he’d felt that one. Just the thought of being
hit like that sent shivers down his spine! The guard continued to drop to the ground
but stopped short when he felt the cold point of her blade under his chin.
“Lethal weapons? You mean like this one?” she growled at him menacingly
while jabbing the point of the blade deeper into the soft spot directly under his
tongue. Her eyes seemed to glow with blue rage. She looked like she was ready to
kill him if he even looked at her cross-eyed. The man winced in pain while staring
at her with eyes full of tears.
Deciding that he’d had enough punishment for one day, she removed the
blade from under his neck and held it in front of her face while blowing on it.
The blade disintegrated in front of the man’s eyes as a frigid wind flowed over his
face, leaving a thin layer of ice across his nose and cheeks. Saying nothing else,
Shannon rose and walked through the checkpoint where Alex and Naomi were
waiting for her. Both of them were laughing their asses off. Alex looked at the poor
guards lying on the floor. That would teach them a lesson.
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“Wrong girl,” Shannon smiled to him while brushing a strand of misplaced
hair from in front of her eyes.
“You can say that again,” Naomi agreed before looking at the lecherous
bunch of men below her. The first guy Shannon had hit was still unconscious.
Served him right.
“Perverts!” Naomi called, wrinkling her nose in disgust and placing her
hands firmly on her hips while sticking her tongue out at them. Alex continued to
laugh. He was going to have a hell of a time explaining to his father why his new
friends were beating up on the base’s security guards.
“Come on,” he said, turning and leading them into farther into the large
complex.
“Hey Alex,” a voice called as they made their way through the base. Alex
turned as one of his friends greeted him with a friendly handshake. “Glad to see that
you made it back in one piece. Follow me, the major’s waiting for you in the council
room,” the man relayed while glancing at the two beautiful girls accompanying
him. He would never know how on Earth Alex managed to hook up with so many
beautiful women.
“Lead on,” Alex replied with a grin.
“Friend of yours?” Shannon whispered. She noticed that most of the guys
in the area were now starting to clear out of her way as she walked towards them.
Apparently, news traveled very quickly around here. Naturally, they still stared at
her and Naomi as they walked by, but at least they knew to keep their distance. She
began to relax a lot more.
“You could say that. His name is Ryan; he’s the son of one of the council
members that works with my father. We go way back,” Alex answered her previous
question.
“Yeah, that’s true. It’s my job to keep this knucklehead out of trouble!”
Ryan joked with a wink. Shannon could tell that he was very good-natured. He kind
of reminded her of Dutch.
“Keep me out of trouble? I wasn’t the one who stole his father’s transport
and wrecked it in Sector 12!” Alex defended.
“No, you were the one who figured all we needed to do was charge the
transport’s fusion reactor with one of those fireballs of yours to jump-start it and get
back home. We both remember how well that worked out!” Ryan deflected with a
laugh.
“And whose fault was it that we got stuck out there in the middle of
nowhere anyway? Our dads would have never tracked us down if it weren’t for
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that explosion. For all we know, we could still be stuck out there. You should thank
me!” Alex countered again.
“Thank you? You blew up my dad’s transport and almost took us with it,
you jerk!” Ryan chopped.
“Hey, it got us back home, didn’t it?” Alex shrugged carelessly.
The two stopped and looked at each other before bursting into laughter
while recalled their teenage experiences together. Shannon and Naomi both smiled
to themselves. It was good to see Alex relaxing a little bit; he always seemed to be a
little tense, edgy and too serious while they were with him on the outside. But now
that he was back home he seemed to let himself go a lot more, which was good.
They both liked to see him smile.
Ryan led them to a large room. “The king awaits,” he grinned, bowing
deeply and stepping out of the way.
“Fuck off!” Alex smirked, placing his hand on the sensor and waiting while
it scanned his palm print. The doors slid open.
“I’m out of here, got guard duty at the main gate. Catch up with you later,
Alex. Nice meeting you, girls.” Ryan nodded to them before turning and walking to
his post. He seemed to be a really nice guy.
Stepping into the room, Naomi noticed that it was very big with a lot of
technical equipment everywhere. There were many radars, scanners, communications,
and security devices spread throughout it with many people working at them. This
was the Tech Center. It was the heart of Octagon intel and security as well as many
other operations. It kind of reminded her of her home in Rune City, only on a much
larger and cleaner scale.
The council room was on the opposite side of where they were standing.
That was also where Alex’s father’s office was located. He was heading in that
direction when the council room door slid open. A man approximately in his late
fifties to early sixties stood behind it. He was wearing a neatly pressed Octagon
uniform. This was Major Kilmer, Alex’s adopted father.
Looking at the man, Alex temporarily saw a very relieved expression cross
his face. This was quickly replaced by a wide grin. Lowering his eyes, Alex waved
at him casually. “Yo,” he called, not wanting to admit how glad he was to see the
older man. He just hoped his dad wouldn’t turn all emotional on him in front of the
girls. He still had his pride to protect after all.
“Welcome back, stranger,” the major replied, making his way towards his
son. Stopping in front of him, he placed he hand on top of his head and casually
moved it from side-to-side, inspecting him for damage. He could tell that the
younger man had had a very rough week. He was cut and bruised everywhere and
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he looked really exhausted, but there didn’t appear to be any grave or permanent
damage. He would be ok. Smiling, the major ruffled his hair. Alex hated it when he
did that.
“Cut it out, I’m tired,” Alex groaned, looking him in the eye while removing
his hand.
“I can see that. Looks like you had a rough time out there. Hope you got
some good news for us,” the major replied. But judging from Alex’s reaction,
he could see that things didn’t really go that well. Alex was about to debrief him
on the mission when the older man interrupted them. “These are the ‘strays’ you
mentioned correct?” he inquired, looking past him at Naomi and Shannon, who
were standing quietly nearby. Alex introduced them.
“So you’re Hind’s daughter. I’ve heard a lot about you from your father.
Octagon deeply mourns his loss, but not nearly as much as I do. Hind was a very
good friend of mine,” the major said, walking to Naomi and shaking her hand
slowly. His grasp was warm and friendly.
“Thank you,” Naomi responded, not knowing what else to say. She was still
hurting a lot from her father’s death.
“Hello, miss,” he said, turning to Shannon and shaking her hand in the same
manner. Although he had been introduced to her, he still had absolutely no idea how
she fit into all of this. Alex would have to explain this one to him a little bit more,
but he definitely had to admit that his son couldn’t have picked a better looking
stray to bring home than her. The girls deep blue eyes captured him momentarily.
“Ahem.” Alex’s cough caught the older man’s attention. Looking into the
younger man’s eyes he read the message, ‘Back off old man, I saw her first!’ burning
deeply into his forehead.
Oh, I see… the older man thought to himself. This was going to be really
interesting. He was dying to hear details. “Fill me in later,” he responded aloud,
nodding to Shannon before returning his attention back to his son.
“About the mission,” Alex started before the major stopped him again.
“Wait. Not here, not now,” he whispered, glancing at the people working in
the room. It was clear that he still suspected a security leak. They would talk about
everything later, in private.
“All right then, I’ll fill you in later, but I don’t think you’re going to like
it.” The major nodded. He’d already figured that much. “Anyway, can I get a few
rooms for these two? We’re all beat. Dutch is in medical getting patched up and
I need to get some sleep,” Alex requested. The major could see he was about to
drop.
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“You need a bath too, you stink,” the older man added, once again placing
his hand on Alex’s head and rubbing it gently. Alex was too tired to fight back. The
older man slid his hand over his head to the back of his neck and looked at him
thoughtfully. “Go get cleaned up and get some sleep, ok kid? I’ll check up on you
later,” he told him softly. “That goes for the rest of you too. I’ll get some of the
girls to show you to your rooms. They’ll get you some clean clothes,” he smiled
reassuringly to the two girls, who thanked him graciously in return.
“Right,” Alex accepted, turning to leave while escorting the two girls to the
door. If he didn’t get any sleep soon, he would die. The idea of a hot bath and a long
nap called to him.
“One more thing,” the major called as they walked away. Alex turned around
slowly.
“Please tell your friends not to go beating up on my security guards. Our
medical staff already has a lot of work to do,” he said looking at his son. “Although
I do have to admit, it’s about time someone taught those assholes a little respect
for females. I think they’ve finally learned their lesson so whoever did it, I promise
I won’t hold it against them too much this time,” he smiled, giving Shannon a sly
wink. The girl smiled back at him. He really was a nice man. Now she knew where
Alex got his sense of humor.
You old smoothie! Alex thought to himself as they left the room.
Leading them out of the building, Alex met up with two of Octagon’s
female members. They were assigned as escorts to Shannon and Naomi. Though
she was curious to see more of Octagon and the Inner Circle, all Shannon really
wanted do at the moment was go back to sleep. They had been assigned separate
rooms, but sensing that Naomi was a little apprehensive at being left in a room by
herself surrounded by a bunch of people she didn’t know, Shannon elected to stay
with her in the same quarters. At least that way she could look after her.
She naturally thought of the Naomi as her younger sister. Maybe it was just
because she seemed so innocent. Either way, anyone who wanted to mess with her
would have to get through Shannon first. Between the two of them, she figured that
they could beat the crap out of anyone who wanted to cause them any unnecessary
grief. Alex accompanied the two girls to their rooms and made sure that they were
taken care of before saying farewell and heading to his own apartment.
His room was on the other side of the Inner Circle. It was about a ten-minute
walk from where Shannon and Naomi were staying. He and his father stayed in the
same place. Alex lived in the upstairs apartment while his father lived downstairs.
Alex had always been very independent as a child, which had often caused
problems between him and the major, who was somewhat of a control freak at the
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time. But they had managed to work all of that out a long time ago and now got
along fine, assuming the older man didn’t enter his half of the apartment without
permission. The older man eventually learned his lesson, having been caught with
various types of flying objects while inadvertently trespassing into his domain over
the years. Alex had even thrown a fireball at him once.
The major woke up one night when Alex was about thirteen because he
heard noise coming from the boy’s room. Alex was knee-deep in a horrendous
nightmare when the major found him. Concerned for his adopted son’s well being,
the major went into the room and tried to wake him by shaking him. Big mistake!
Alex bolted straight up in his bed and shot a fireball right at him! Fortunately, the
older man had been sitting on the edge of the bed and Alex’s sudden movement had
startled him enough to make him fall off.
The fireball whizzed over his head and put a smoldering hole in the wall.
It burned its way through the upstairs bathroom and living area before exiting the
apartment slamming into a nearby building. It had taken the on-duty fire marshals
well over twenty minutes to put out that fire!
Having woken up from his dream, Alex and the major both sat staring at
the hole he had made. They had always known that he had some ability to control
fire to a small degree, but that was the first time he had ever displayed such raw
destructive power. It was then that the major began to suspect that maybe all of the
damage done to Barrel City, where his men had found Alex a few years prior, hadn’t
been done by the Shi’aki.
That was also when the red armor started to appear on Alex’s arms and
stomach. He remembered how the major had freaked out when he saw it because
he didn’t know what it was. The doctors and scientists had no clue either. Since the
boy had become very sick after it appeared, they suspected that it might be some
form of bio-metallic virus. The scientists wanted to place Alex in quarantine.
Even though the major did allow it for the overall safety of the populous, he
never left Alex’s side the whole time. They stayed inside the apartment for an entire
two months while the major ran all of his outside business by comm unit until the
metal had finished its growing process.
Once the metal had completely, yet mysteriously, vanished from the outside
of his skin and Alex had been given a clean bill of health, the major continued his
regular work. It wasn’t until later that Alex realized that the metal was actually a
mysterious type of armor that he could control at will. Yep, he sure had a lot of
memories from that apartment. It was the only place that really ever felt like home
to him. He was glad to be able to return to it again.
“Lights,” Alex called to the room’s environmental control system’s computer
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as he stepped inside the apartment. The computer responded by appropriately
illuminating the place based on his voice-activated personal settings. This system
was very high-tech because it could tell by the sound of his voice exactly what
kind of mood he was in and automatically set the lighting to accommodate it based
on the personal data it held on him its database. The lights faded in slowly and
continued to illuminate into a soft orange haze. Sleep lighting.
Removing his tattered and torn Kevlar utility vest, he carelessly tossed it
into the corner of the room by the door. He knew his father, being somewhat of a
neat freak, would have his ass for it later, but at that point he was simply too tired
to care. He grudgingly trudged up the stairs into his own apartment.
Removing the rest of his clothes, he took a whiff of his socks. While the rest
of his belongings didn’t smell as bad as his father had let on, his socks reeked! He
tossed them to the side of the room in disgust. It was definitely time for a shower.
After a very long and hot shower, he finally retired for the day. He was
exhausted. His head had barely hit the pillow before he was fast asleep. No matter
how many problems he had, he was sure they would still be there when he woke
up.
Shannon awoke very refreshed the next morning. It was amazing how much
a good rest could do your body. The beds at Octagon were a lot more comfortable
than the mattress she was used to sleeping on back in Sector 22. She felt a lot
better than she had the day before. Naomi had woken up at about the same time
as her and was already in the process of taking a shower and getting dressed. Alex
had sent them a message earlier that he would be by to pick them up in about thirty
minutes.
He was going to take them to the cafeteria for breakfast and then his father
wanted to see him. As Alex was now officially responsible for them during their
stay at Octagon until their paperwork could be processed, they would be traveling
with him all day. That meant that they had to get ready soon.
Shannon took a quick shower and got dressed while Naomi was finishing
getting ready herself. After breakfast, she was heading to medical to check on
Dutch’s condition. Shannon watched the young girl brush her long brown hair,
which fell lightly about her shoulders. Having already dried and styled her own
long black and naturally permed hair to her liking, Shannon decided to help. Seating
herself behind the younger girl, she watched her inspect a few strands of her hair.
“More split ends,” Naomi groaned to herself. She had been under a lot of
stress lately. Saying nothing, Shannon took the brush from her hand and carefully
started to brush and style her hair for her. She was a natural beautician.
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“Thanks.” Naomi smiled, looking up at her thoughtfully while relaxing and
enjoying the special treatment.
“No problem.” Shannon smiled back. She really liked Naomi a lot and could
tell that she’d been very stressed lately. She also knew about her father’s recent
passing as well as her city’s destruction. The younger girl was holding up pretty
well given her age and considering everything she had recently been through.
Deciding to give the girl’s normally straight and pony-tailed hair a little
more flare, Shannon set to work styling it with a few loose and long curls that
dangled playfully on the side of her face as well a few more well-placed curls here
and there. She had been working for about five minutes when the room’s doorbell
rang. It was Alex.
“Enter,” she called while putting the final touches on Naomi’s new hairstyle.
The door slid open revealing a very refreshed and well-rested Alex. He looked a lot
better now that he was clean and groomed.
“Hi,” Naomi piped from her sitting position on the floor. She was happy to
see he was doing well.
“Sit still, I’m almost finished!” Shannon scolded her for fidgeting while
wrinkling her nose and giving Alex a good-morning wink. Alex leaned against the
wall and waited patiently for her to finish. She obviously had a lot of practice doing
this sort of thing.
Now that he thought about it, a lot of the little girls he had seen in the
Sector 22 village had their hair styled in curls as well. That was no doubt Shannon’s
doing. When she had finally finished, Alex stood straight and inspected Naomi’s
new style. The younger girl playfully tilted her head and turned it from side to side,
allowing him to see it all. The curls bounced and dangled friskily in her hair. He
gave her a thumbs-up in approval.
“You girls ready to go now?” Alex asked, yawning in mock boredom. He
was getting hungry.
“Sure!” Naomi answered, springing to her feet and stretching herself
exposing her toned and bare midsection beneath her shirt. She was hungry too.
“Let’s go,” Shannon agreed, standing and removing a few strands of Naomi’s
hair from her clothes. She was dressed in dark blue coveralls. Being somewhat of a
style freak, the jumper’s long arm length didn’t really agree with her so she left the
top half down and tied around her waist by the arms. Her upper body was clothed
in a loose white, sleeveless T-shirt.
Alex looked at her. It didn’t matter what she was wearing. She could be
wearing an oil drum and she would still be the sexiest girl he’d ever laid eyes
on. Normally clothes were designed to make people look good, but it seemed to
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work the opposite way for her. Maybe she was designed to make them look better.
Opening the door, he escorted them out of the apartment.
The trio walked through the city streets. Though there was no sunshine, the
place was amply lit during the daytime. They talked and chatted on their way to the
cafeteria. It only took them a few minutes to get there.
The place was bigger than either of the two girls had previously imagined.
Even so, there were very few people eating, mostly late shift workers who were
now on their way home. The trio sat down to a hearty breakfast of synthesized beef,
stir-fried vegetables, baked potatoes, and a variety of different fruits, some of which
Naomi had never even heard of before. They younger girl plucked and questioned
about every dish at the table while trying everything she could get her hands on.
Shannon had never seen a girl so small eat so much at one time.
“Keep eating like that and you’re going to get fat!” Shannon warned.
“It’s ok, eat as much as like, you could use a little fattening,” Alex negated,
trying to be nice. Of course she took the comment completely the wrong way.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Naomi shot back, a little peeved before
looking down at her chest and quickly comparing her breast size to Shannon’s.
Smaller. The older girl definitely had her beat in that department. “Oh, I see. Never
mind,” she muttered, hanging her head in defeat.
Although he hadn’t meant her any harm, Alex couldn’t help but to laugh at
her pitiful expression. Thinking he was making fun of her, she gave him a swift kick
to the shin under the table. Shannon laughed while watching him grimace in pain.
She had caught him good with that one.
“Awww, Shan! Not you too!” Naomi groaned. Why was everyone picking
on her today? Shannon raised her hands and waved them in surrender. She was still
hurting from yesterday and had no desire to inflict more pain upon herself.
“What’d you kick me for?” Alex whimpered, pretending to be more hurt
than he actually was much to the younger girl’s satisfaction.
“Served you right, you jerk! I may not be as busty as big sister here, but I
have a lot going for me where it really counts!” Naomi defended. Shannon didn’t
know whether to take that as a compliment or an insult. But the younger girl did
refer to her as ‘big sister’ so it couldn’t be all bad.
“It’s ok, sis, some guys just can’t see anything above their belt-line,”
Shannon quickly jumped on the younger girl’s side. Alex looked at them both from
across the table. He was unfairly outnumbered. Where was Dutch when he needed
him?
“Ok I’m sorry, I take it all back, jeeze!” Alex laughed, raising his hands in
surrender before wiping his mouth and standing up from the table. It was time for
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him to go.
“Hey, where you going? We’re not done with you yet. We were just getting
started,” Shannon poked fun at him.
“Did I kick you too hard? I was jus’ playing you know,” Naomi apologized
with a hint of concern; she hoped he hadn’t really hurt him, but she highly doubted
it anyway.
“No, I’ve got a meeting with Dad in a few minutes. Mission debriefing,” he
explained. He had told his father everything about the mission last night. The older
man didn’t really seem too surprised to find out that the whole thing had turned out
to be a trap.
The Shi’aki had probably leaked the information to try to lure an Octagon
team to the area so they could capture them for interrogation and find out Octagon’s
location. He was a little disappointed that they were still no closer to finding out any
new details about the Shi’aki’s new weapon, but Alex could tell that with all of the
Octagon stuff aside, he was really just glad Alex had made it back in one piece.
The two talked for a few hours before the major let him go back to sleep
and turned in for the night himself. When he had awoken this morning he found a
message from his father requesting that he come to the Tech Center immediately
after breakfast for a mission debriefing. He didn’t know exactly what was going on,
but whatever it was would have to be pretty important for his father to send for him
this early in the morning.
Normally Alex didn’t like hanging around the offices and Tech Center all
day. He preferred to be out in grid doing the ‘dirty work’ as his father dubbed it.
The major very rarely summoned him to the Inner Circle unless it was absolutely
necessary. Whatever this was about, it had to be important. For some reason he had
also requested that he bring Shannon along with him to this particular meeting. That
worried him for two reasons.
One, Shannon was a nice girl. Even the major had agreed that there was
nothing overly suspicious about the way that they had met. It was standard
procedure for the Shi’aki to transport random prisoners that they captured to
the termination camps for processing and interrogation, especially since they had
captured her inside of one of their secret facilities.
They would want to know how she had managed to locate it, who she was
working for, and if anyone else knew of its location before they disposed of her.
She would have been subjected to days of unspeakable tortures if it hadn’t been for
Alex’s timely intervention. All things being as they were, her story seemed to pan
out fairly well.
The older man agreed that fact that she took the group back to her home in
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Sector 22 and introduced them to the kids in the village was pretty much enough to
prove that she had nothing to hide. He hoped for her sake that Octagon hadn’t found
out otherwise.
The second reason was that he knew his old man. Shannon was an extremely
beautiful girl and it wasn’t beyond the old smoothie’s capability to try working
some of his magic charm on her to get her in the sack. The major wasn’t married
and he and Shannon weren’t officially together after all. There was no reason he
shouldn’t give it a try. Of course Alex already knew that Shannon would never go
for it. He was much too old for her. But it would be a shame for him to have to break
his father’s neck for trying to hit on her while he was present. He trusted that the
older man’s judgment was a lot better than to call her there for that.
“Well then I guess we’d better hurry up and get out of here,” Shannon
said, rising from her seat before glancing at Naomi, who was still in the process of
stuffing food into her mouth.
“Hurry up, porky,” she poked with a grin. Unable to speak at the time,
Naomi wrinkled her nose and flipped her off.
“Come on, I’ll drop you off by the infirmary on my way to the Tech Center,”
Alex stated.
“I’ve got nothing else to do for now so I guess I’ll tag along with you to see
how Dutch is doing,” Shannon thought aloud.
“That’s a negative. You’re coming with me. My father wants to speak with
you,” Alex informed her unexpectedly.
“Me? Why?” the girl asked, looking at him with a clearly surprised and
puzzled expression.
“Don’t know. He just requested that I bring you with me,” Alex admitted,
still somewhat puzzled by the request himself. Naomi and Shannon both exchanged
quick glances. They both hoped that it wasn’t anything serious.
“Guess that’s my cue to stop stuffing my face,” the younger girl concluded,
quickly draining her cup of synthesized orange juice before wiping her mouth with
a napkin and rising from the table. The trio headed out of the café.
Alex dropped Naomi off by the infirmary as promised before he and
Shannon headed towards the Tech Center. Dutch was still asleep, but according to
the doctor’s report, as far as anyone could tell, he was doing very well. His autorepair systems seemed to be doing the trick in getting him back up on his feet.
Everyone was very glad to hear the news. Naomi decided to stay with him until he
woke up. Leaving her in the care of the medical staff, Alex and Shannon left. They
would check on him again later.
On their way to the Tech Center, Alex could tell that he and Shannon were
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both wondering why his father had requested to see her. He could tell that she was
a little worried. Tapping the comm-link on his wrist, Alex called ahead to the Tech
Center.
“Hey, Jan, this is Alex. Is my father there yet?” he asked patiently. His
father was known for being late to his own meetings sometimes. Not that it was
ever really his fault; he was a very busy man after all.
“He’s here. Wait a sec. I’ll put you through,” the receptionist on the other end
of the line complied. Due to the suspected security leak his father had switched to a
secure line that only a few had access to. That way he could keep his conversations
private.
“Good morning, sunshine, how you feelin’?” the major’s voice came through
the speaker.
“Fine, just calling to let you know that we’re on our way now,” Alex replied,
glancing at Shannon casually strolling along beside him.
“Good, we’re waiting for you. Did you bring the girl?” the older man asked
in a low whisper.
“She’s with me now,” Alex confirmed, catching Shannon’s attention.
Knowing that they were both wondering the exact same thing, he decided that now
would be just as good a time as any to ask. At least that way they could both relax a
little bit. For some reason, he seemed to be more nervous about what was going on
than she was.
“I don’t suppose you can tell us what this is all about? I mean, why do you
want to see Shan? Is something wrong?” Alex asked directly.
“No, I can’t, not now anyway. I’ll tell you everything you need to know
when you get here, ok? Don’t worry, your girlfriend’s not in trouble or anything, we
just need some information from her, that’s all. I’ll fill you in on the rest later. Just
hurry up and get here,” the older man instructed. Alex and Shannon both breathed
a sigh on relief at the news while purposely ignoring the ‘girlfriend’ remark.
“How far are you from here?” the major asked.
“We’ll be there in about five minutes,” Alex stated.
“How’s Dutch doing? Did you see him?” the major asked, changing the
subject.
“He’s doing fine, should be up and about in no time.” Alex replied.
“Good. The sooner he’s back on his feet, the better,” the major commented
absently. Alex and Shannon both glanced at each other. They both wondered what
he had meant by that, whatever it was, it didn’t sound good. Just then, the base’s
security alarm went off.
“What the hell is that?” Shannon jumped, covering her ears from the blaring
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noise. The siren’s sudden activation almost scared her completely out of her skin.
“SHHH! It’s the base’s security alarm,” Alex silenced her while listening
carefully.
“SECURITY BREACH on the West Gate! Repeat, SECURITY BREACH
on the West Gate! All units respond. This is not a drill!” a voice shouted over the
intercom system.
“SHIT!” Alex swore aloud. This was the last thing he needed right now.
“Damn!” the major swore on the other end of the comm-link. “Did you get
that son?” he asked quickly.
“I’m on it!” Alex responded. He knew exactly what to do. “Wait here,” he
instructed, turning to Shannon while charging himself up for a teleport. She didn’t
listen. Instead, she reached out and grabbed his hand just before he left.
The two landed right in the middle of a firestorm of flying blue lasers.
Thinking quickly, Alex grabbed Shannon by the waist, ducked and rolled for cover
just in time to keep them both from being cut to pieces by a rapid-fire burst of blue
laser fire.
“I told you to stay there!” Alex scolded her furiously.
“Since when did you become my father?” Shannon shot back, looking him
squarely in the eye. “Considering I am telepathic, I might be able to help you.
Besides, I couldn’t just stay there and let you have all the fun, could I?” she smiled
mischievously. Alex gave up.
“What do you see?” he asked.
Shannon closed her eyes and concentrated briefly before opening them.
“Eleven guys, no make that ten now, each of them with really heavy-duty, rapidfire vulcan cannons. Shi’aki spies. They’re in a circle formation right in front of the
West Gate. Your friend, Ryan, is pinned down with a couple more security guards
on the other side of that box,” she relayed pointing to a large electrical box.
Alex was impressed. “Let’s go!” he said, grabbing her by her hand and
teleporting to where this friend was hiding. They came out of their teleport right
behind the group and scared the living shit out of all of them. One of the men
quickly raised his gun. Alex caught the barrel and casually pushed it to the side.
“Alex? Shit man, you scared the fuck out of me! I hate it when you do that,”
the guard complained, breathing a sigh of relief. Shannon looked at the group of
men in front of her. Noticing one of the men had a broken nose, she recalled one of
the guards that she had fought with upon her arrival. It was him all right.
“Howdy boys,” she grinned mischievously as the man turned to face her.
Saying nothing, he quickly turned back around. He knew better than to cross this
one.
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“It’s about damn time you got here!” Ryan shouted over the noise.
“Mind telling me what the hell’s going on?” Alex demanded, a little peeved
at seeing the group of men huddled behind such a small device like scared little
mice. He was dying to know how all of this had happened.
“It’s like this; these eleven guys came to us in a group see. They all had pass
codes so we let them through, but during the crosscheck, number eleven’s code
erred out. We nicely asked him to step back through the gate for reprocessing, but
instead they all just broke out the monster heat and started laying the place to waste.
So much for being nice, huh?” Ryan retorted, peeking around the corner of the box
they were all hiding behind before ducking back as a strafe of laser fire peppered
the area around them. This was really embarrassing.
“How the hell did they get guns that big past security?” Alex questioned,
noting the ridiculously large size of the weapons the spies were wielding. There’s
no way they could have made it that far by simple concealing them beneath their
garments.
“Hell if we know! They just pulled them outta thin air. We didn’t even have
time to respond. We lost a few guys too. Don’t know how many yet, but at least
five. I don’t know who,” one of the other guards stated grimly. “They came in really
hard and heavy,” another added.
“Then that’s the way we’ll have to take them out,” Alex said, giving Shannon
a quick wink. She knew exactly what he was planning. Two swirling clouds of
bright blue mist formed around both of her hands as six four-inch, razor-sharp ice
blades formed between her closed knuckles.
“Cover me,” she instructed to the group of men in front of her. Ryan gave
her a quick thumbs-up. Alex prepared to teleport.
Springing around the corner, Shannon darted out into the open between
volleys of laser fire and quickly threw her six ice blades into the group of
men. The blades sliced their way through the open air and easily found their
marks, killing two of the intruders instantly and injuring three others. That got their
attention. The rest of the men turned on her just as she’d expected. Alex peered over
the top of the box he was hiding behind. Now it was his turn.
In a flash of light, he teleported above the middle of the group while
charging a fireball in his right palm. Falling with gravity, he slammed the fireball
into the back of one of the intruders’ heads before smashing him headfirst into
the hard-packed dirt floor below as the intense heat of his fireball completely
incinerated the man’s skull, leaving a smoldering headless corpse. The rest of the
group quickly scattered. Wasting no time, Alex set to work dispatching them with
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lethal precision.
Refusing to let him have all of the fun, Shannon joined the fight using her
ice blades to slash her enemies to shreds. Unable to use their large and overly bulky,
heavy-duty vulcan cannons in close combat, the remaining intruders tried to put
some distance between them.
“Let’s rock!” Ryan called, gallantly springing from behind the electrical box
with the rest of his men and firing at the fleeing spies. One of them quickly turned
on them and brought his gun up to his waist. Thumbing the trigger he rapidly started
mowing them down with the large gun. They were no match for his firepower. Ryan
just barely managed to hit the deck while a few of his other teammates were ripped
to shreds by a rapid barrage of intense laser fire. The others ducked for cover as the
electrical box finally sustained too much damage from the fight and exploded in a
hot shower of metal and parts.
“Shit!” Ryan swore whilst scrambling to his feet. Alex was never going to
let him hear the end of this. The spy fired another volley of laser fire at him. He
quickly jumped out of the way, but the gunner followed his movements. One of the
lasers cut deeply into his left thigh. He screamed in pain and fell to the floor. Not
good! He thought to himself, scrambling for his lost laser rifle.
The intruder was just about to finish Ryan off when he was caught by a
combo volley of blue and bright yellow energy which burnt a hole through his
protective chest plate and sent his body flying across the room and into a nearby
wall. The impact was enough to put a huge impression in it before the body slumped
to the floor.
Looking to his left, Ryan saw his rescuers, Dutch and Naomi. Dutch, having
completely recovered from his wounds, stood tall in full battle armor with his dual
wrist cannons poised for the kill while Naomi sat in a low kneeling position directly
below him with her dual blasters leveled at their enemies. When it came to guns
and glory, these two were almost the perfect tag-team. They quickly began to make
short work of the remaining four intruders. Alex and Shannon had done most of the
damage, they were just there to watch their backs and mop up.
Watching the rest of his comrades being routed, one of the spies decided to
give up the fight and make a break for it. Dropping his bulky weapon, he reached
into his pocket removing a small magnesium flash grenade and threw in into the
group while turning around and sprinting for the gate before anyone could stop
him. The grenade exploded in a bright white flash, temporarily blinding everyone
in the area.
Having seen the grenade prior to the attack, Alex grabbed Shannon and
buried her head in his chest while shutting his eyes and shielding her from the blast.
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They were the only two who weren’t flash-blinded by the attack. Everyone else was
left rubbing their eyes in pain.
Releasing Shannon, Alex turned his attention to the fleeing spy. He had
almost made it to the gate when a black-clothed figure stepped from the shadows
and caught him with a vicious ridge-hand to the throat with his outstretched right
arm. The man’s body flipped completely backwards and landed with a bone
shattering ‘thud’ on the ground below from the force of the attack.
Without a word, the black-clothed figure kicked him squarely in his face,
lifting his body completely off the ground and sending him crashing backwards.
The man groaned in agony as he lay on his back grasping his chin. The blackclothed figure casually walked up to him and planted a heavy black boot deep into
his chest while standing on top of him. He then removed one of the two blasters
strapped to his thighs before firing a bright red bolt of energy into the man’s right
leg, completely blowing off the lower half of it. He wouldn’t be going anywhere
now. The spy screamed in agony.
“I’m only going to ask you this once, so listen closely. How did you find this
place?” the mystery man demanded, promptly aiming the blaster squarely at the
man’s forehead. The intruder knew that he wasn’t playing around at all. Knowing
full well what the Shi’aki would do to him if he betrayed them and also knowing
that there was no way in hell that he was going to make it out of Octagon in one
piece, the man elected to take the third option.
Dropping to the ground, the mystery man quickly reached down and grabbed
the spy roughly by the jaw. He was too late. The spy’s body convulsed in pain as the
electro-sonic capsule in his back tooth activated and sent a supersonic high-pitched
drill shooting into his brain, causing it to completely explode into a bloody mess
of goo inside of his skull. A thick gray smoke began to stream from the dead man’s
eyes, nose, ears and mouth while the immense electronic output from the capsule
completely fried what remained of his brain tissue. If nothing else, the Shi’aki were
very thorough, especially when it came to their spies. They didn’t intend on leaving
any part of the brain intact for further study by their enemies.
The mystery man dropped the dead spy’s body and rose to his feet. He
had hoped to be able to pry at least a little bit of information out of the spy
before he killed him, but oh well, there would be others. Besides, he was
here on a different mission this time.
Having recovered from their blindness, the group of security guards spotted
the mystery man and instantly surrounded him. It was clear that none of them
recognized him. They had already been caught off guard one time today, they didn’t
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intend on letting it happen again.
“Hey you! Stop right there! Identify yourself!” one of the guards demanded
in a shout as they continued to surround him and bring their weapons to bear. The
man was not amused. The man replaced the gun in his holster and glared at them.
“I said identify yourself! What’s your pass code?” the head guard demanded
again threateningly.
“Don’t have one,” the man stated matter-of-factly. His voice was deep and
calm, but inside of it there was a repressed, growling fierceness that everyone in the
room could sense. It made the entire group of guards feel very uneasy. The fact that
he had fourteen guns pointed at him seemed to affect him very little. The guards
held their ground.
“You guys ok?” Dutch inquired, joining Alex and Shannon. Naomi was
right beside him.
“We heard the alarm from the infirmary and got here as soon as we could,”
she added with a hint of concern.
“We’re fine. Thanks for the backup,” Alex replied while he and Shannon
dusted themselves off. Her white T-shirt was covered with dirt.
“How about you? You all fixed up now?” she asked, looking at Dutch. He
appeared to be fine.
“I’m fine, my auto-repair systems managed to fix everything I think. I
gotta get some food though because I’m starving!” Dutch answered, patting his
stomach.
“You mean you need to recharge your batteries,” Alex verbally sucker
punched him.
“Yeah, but only so I can whip your punk ass,” Dutch shot back.
“Looks like you’ll be charging for a long time then!” Alex remarked
smartly. A big grin crossed his face. Ahhh, just like the good old days. It was good
to have Dutch back up on his feet. The last few days just hadn’t been the same
without him, now everything seemed to be getting back to normal, however that
was defined. Dutch was about to reply when Naomi cut them off.
“Hey guys, isn’t that…?” she started, momentarily capturing everyone’s
attention. Turning to his right, Alex saw the security guards standing in a tight circle
formation. In the middle of them was a dark-clothed figure.
“It`s him alright. But what’s he doing here?” Dutch answered, recognizing
the man from before. Shannon said nothing but instead just stood there watching
the mysterious man in front of her.
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“That’s what I’d like to know,” Alex stated, eying the newcomer suspiciously.
The timing of his sudden appearance was a little too convenient for his taste.
Something didn’t feel right. “Wait here. I’ll go sort all of this out,” he instructed
before turning and walking towards the security team. The others did as they were
told.
“I said remove your weapons and place them on the floor, now!” the
security member in charge yelled at the man for the fourth time. He didn’t respond
at all but instead stood there with a slightly bored and irritated look on his face. He
didn’t have time for this. Glancing up, he saw Alex approaching the group. Finally
a familiar face.
“Damn it I said…” the guard yelled in frustration at the man’s noncompliance. He was very close to just shooting him and claiming that his weapon
had accidentally discharged. But for some reason, something inside of him warned
him that it would take a lot more than just a rifle shot to get the best of this particular
individual. In reality, he was scared as shitless as the rest of his team. What was it
about this guy that made him so afraid?
“Back off, Justin, I know this guy,” Alex said, placing his hand on the guard’s
shoulder, startling him so much that he almost jumped completely out of his skin.
“You know this guy?” The other man quickly recovered, never taking his
eyes off the mysterious man in front of him.
“Kind of,” Alex answered, slowly looking the mystery man directly in his
dark brown eyes. The man looked back at him.
“Well he’s about to catch a slug to the head if he keeps this shit up!” Justin
growled, mustering all of the bravado he could find. The mystery man just cocked
his eyebrow and gave him a menacing glare. Justin quickly shut his mouth and took
a cautious step backwards. He hoped to God that he wouldn’t have to back up those
words.
“Relax, Juss, I’ll take it from here,” Alex declared, lowering the guard’s gun
barrel away from the mystery man’s forehead. Justin quickly stepped backwards
to a safe distance behind Alex. He was more than relieved that Alex had elected
to step into this situation. If the Fire Starter wanted to test his metal against this
particular guest, he was more than welcome. Justin hoped that he would never run
into this guy in a dark alley anytime soon. The rest of the security team lowered
their weapons and slowly backed away as Alex confronted the newcomer.
“So, it’s you. I guess I owe you one for helping us out back there in Sector
28,” Alex started, glancing at the man casually. He was armed to the teeth with a
variety of odd weaponry. Physically, he was a little shorter than Alex, but they were
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both about the same muscular build. His dark brown skin went perfectly with his
dark brown eyes and neatly trimmed midnight black hair.
The man didn’t bother to respond. He and Alex were both doing the
exact same thing, sizing each other up. Physically speaking, they would probably
have been equally matched in a fight. The difference between them would be their
fighting skills. They had both seen each other in action before so each of them knew
that the other wasn’t to be taken lightly.
However, as far as he had seen, besides his unusual strength, speed and
agility, the mystery man had displayed no extra-sensory or mutant abilities. He
mainly relied on his fighting skills and weapons to accomplish his tasks. With
that being the case, Alex’s mutant powers and ability to teleport along with the
protective metal covering his abdomen and forearms would definitely give him a
certain advantage in a fight should it come down to one.
“I guess I also owe you one for pushing my friend and I over the cliff that
day. That was really cute by the way,” Alex continued slowly, glaring at him. The
man quietly returned his glare with moderate interest. Catching the look in his eye,
Alex immediately thought better of starting anything with him at the moment and
strode past him, coming to a stop on his right side.
“All of that aside, you mind telling me what the hell you’re doing here and
how you found out about this place?” he questioned, crossing his arms in front of
his chest and looking at him expectantly.
“Simple, I invited him,” a voice stated from behind them. Alex turned
around. It was the major.
“You know this guy?” Alex questioned with a clearly puzzled expression.
“Yeah, I do,” the major replied casually before walking over to the mystery
man and extending his hand. The man didn’t take it but instead looked from the
major to Alex. Funny, they didn’t look like they were related.
Must be his adopted son, he surmised.
The major lowered his hand. Alex glared at the man. Who did this guy think
he was, leaving his father hanging like that after such a friendly gesture? Did he
know who he was dealing with? This was the highest-ranking officer at Octagon.
He’d damn well better show his dad some respect!
“Hey you...” Alex growled angrily, starting towards the man. The major
quickly stopped him. Alex had no clue what he was about to get himself into.
“Back off, son, he’s with me,” the major instructed sternly. Catching the
building friction between Alex and the newcomer, Shannon, Naomi and Dutch
moved in to diffuse the situation.
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“Hey,” Shannon whispered softly while gently placing her hand on Alex’s
shoulder.
“Chill, man, I’m sure there’s an explanation for all of this,” Dutch added
reassuringly. He too had a feeling that there was much more to this particular man
than met the eye. Alex calmed down a little, but he was still fuming inside. For
some reason, this guy just rubbed him the wrong way. He’d better watch his step
from here on out.
The major looked at his son to make sure he had calmed down before
turning to the newcomer and smiling. “You’re early, I wasn’t expecting you just
yet,” he resumed the casual conversation.
“Everything set?” the mystery man asked directly. He wasn’t much for idle
talk.
“Not yet, we’re still verifying the data, but let’s not talk about that here. It’s
not safe. Follow me,” the major instructed, signaling for Alex and the rest of the
group to accompany them. Alex and crew were baffled as to what they were talking
about. The mystery man and his father seemed to have their own thing going on
at the moment. Whatever they were talking about, it didn’t sound good. The major
turned around and left. The mystery man followed him without a word. Alex and
crew brought up the rear.
“What’s going on?” Naomi whispered to Alex, hoping he had some info.
“I don’t know,” he admitted slowly. His father was acting very weird right
now. It wasn’t like him to keep his son totally in the dark about things. Whatever it
was, it must have been a recent development or else he would have heard about it
by now.
“Do you think it has something to do with your father wanting to meet you
this morning?” she asked.
Alex had completely forgotten about that. “Maybe,” he answered before
looking to Shannon. He was wondering if she had been able to read anything from
the major that would give them some insight as to what this was all about. He was
about to ask her but for some reason, she seemed to be in a world of her own at
the time. He didn’t want to disturb her. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough,” he
decided.

CHAPTER 8
New Mission

The major led the group to the Tech Center, where a small group of officers
and tactical advisors were awaiting them. Crap!… Alex thought to himself as soon
as he saw the group of men. He knew all of them very well. It was the Tactical Board.
He had met them on plenty of occasions, normally when they were debriefing him
for his next mission. He hoped that this case was going to be different. Maybe
they just wanted to drink milk tea and talk about his last assignment, but judging
from the grim looks on their faces, he highly doubted that was the case. The group
entered the room.
“What was it? Is everything ok now?” one of the female officers probed
immediately. Her voice was strained with concern.
“Relax, the situation is under control. Looks like some spies managed to
infiltrate the West Gate using outdated pass codes. Our boys managed to catch up
to them in time, but we took a lot of casualties,” the major reported. Everyone in the
room breathed a sigh of relief.
“Guess we’ll have to tighten our security, especially now,” one of the other
officers said, shaking his head grimly.
“How’s everything here? Has the sweep been completed?” the major asked
the group of officers in front of him.
Looking about the room, Alex finally noticed that besides the group of
officers, a few guards, the major, the mystery man, Dutch, Naomi, Shannon and
himself, no one else was in the room. It had been completely cleared out. His father
was probably concerned about a security leak.
“The sweep was completed, we didn’t find anything. The place is clean,”
another officer confirmed.
“Good. Alex, lock the door. From here on out no one comes into this room
and no one goes out until this meeting is completed. No electrical communications
of any kind from anyone. I want complete radio silence and all broadcast channels
switched off. Is that understood?” the major declared gruffly. Everyone nodded in
agreement and switched off their comm-links. Alex engaged the lock on the door.
“Dutch, since you’re here, activate your scrambler and keep it on a
moderate sub-light band with plenty of noise. I don’t want anyone listening in on
what we’re about to say here,” he instructed looking at Dutch, who was still in his
battle armor.
“Right,” Dutch complied, activating his scramblers. The room was quiet for
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a few seconds as the major walked around to a large tactical grid layout located in
the center of the room before turning to Alex and his group.
“Ok, I suppose you guys are all wondering what this is about so we’ll give
it to you as straight and direct as possible. What we’re about to say here does not
leave this room. Is that clear?” he asked, looking directly at the group. They nodded
in compliance.
“Good,” he smiled before nodding to one of the tactical officers to continue.
The man stood and walked over to the layout. Everyone else in the room made
themselves as comfortable as possible.
“We think that we’ve managed to find the location of the Shi’aki’s secret
weapon,” the officer began. A murmur of surprise spread throughout the room
before he continued. “We don’t have any exact details as to what it is or what it’s
capable of, but for the past few days we’ve been detecting very strange atmospheric
anomalies across the globe.
“We weren’t sure of what it meant at first, but now we think that they might
be super-high-density magnetic disturbances of some kind. Although we still don’t
know exactly where they are originating from, the area with the most activity seems
to be Area 41,” the man continued.
Upon hearing the disturbance’s approximate location, Alex and Shannon
both looked up in surprise and exchanged quick glances. That was where Shannon
said she had found the Shi’aki’s food storage facility a few months ago. Looking
into her eyes, Alex could see that she was just as surprised and confused as he
was. She told him before that she hadn’t seen anything else out there. He knew she
wasn’t lying to him. Turning around, he saw his father looking at them. So that was
why he had requested for him to bring her with him.
The older man had caught their sudden reaction. It was as expected, the girl
really hadn’t seen anything else out there. That was unfortunate but since she had
been to the area before, maybe she did have some kind of information that could
help them. The officer continued the debriefing.
“A few days ago, we sent a small team to investigate the area. We lost
contact with them yesterday and we haven’t heard a thing from them since. We
suspect that they may have been captured. We don’t know exactly what’s going on
out there, but one thing we do know is that whatever it is, it’s causing the atmospheric
disturbances that we’ve been tracking to increase in numbers and intensity during
the last few hours. We fear that if our recon team was captured, then the Shi’aki
might try to use the weapon against us at the earliest possible convenience. That
puts us at a definite disadvantage,” the officer continued before the major stopped
him. He would take it from there.
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“This is no longer a race for information to try and find out what the Shi’aki
are building, now it’s a race against time. If they have indeed captured our team, it
won’t take them long to find out our location using whatever means possible. We
all know how persuasive their torture methods can be. One of boys might crack
and if he does, we won’t have a leg to stand on if they come for us. We’re far
too undermanned and outgunned to withstand a full-fledged assault here, and the
rogues are not cooperating with us at all. That being the case, we have no more time
for subterfuge. We need to put a stop to this as soon as possible,” the major stated
boldly.
“You’re not suggesting an assault, are you? That would be suicide, especially
considering the lack of solid information,” one of the other officers interjected
worriedly. He had a point though.
The major addressed the question directly. “Actually, that’s exactly what
I’m thinking,” he answered much to the surprise of everyone in the room.
“A full-assault? Are you crazy? We’d be decimated in no time! You said it
yourself. We just don’t have the man or firepower to launch something like that!”
another officer exclaimed angrily while jumping up from his chair.
“Sit down!” the major ordered sharply. The man instantly complied. The
major’s voice softened. “I never said a full-assault. I know full well what our odds
of surviving one of those are. That’s why we’re going to assemble a strike team,
about forty of our best men,” he started before turning slowly and looking Alex
directly in the eye. The younger man shuddered slightly. He didn’t like where this
was going at all.
“Alex, I know you just got back off assignment, and I know it’s not fair for
me to ask you to do this, but we don’t really have any options left now. As you’ve
heard, there’s no way we can win against the Shi’aki in a head to head fight. If we
go to confront them or if they come for us, it doesn’t matter, either way, the outcome
of the battle would be the same,” he started softly, hoping the younger man would
understand and forgive him. Alex dropped his head and stared blankly at the floor
below. He was afraid that this would happen.
“Son, I really don’t want you to do this, but I don’t have a choice. I have to
send you there to check it out…” the major continued slowly, closing his eyes and
shaking his head. He felt very disgusted with himself for asking his son to do such
a thing. It was always like this and he hated it. It wasn’t fair. Alex was young. He
didn’t deserve to have so much responsibility placed on him all the time.
Honestly, if it weren’t for his mutant abilities, the major would have never
even let him outside of the gate. However, it was because of his unusual abilities
that he was always selected to perform the most dangerous assignments. Having
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him in their ranks gave Octagon a very lethal weapon to use against the Shi’aki
because there were very few mutants left on Earth that displayed the sheer amount
of destructive power that he had.
Unfortunately for Alex, his most precious gift also turned out to be his
biggest curse. It was something that he would never escape. The major always
seemed to rely on him to head the most dangerous missions. However, the reason
for this wasn’t because of his highly destructive fireballs or his superior fighting
skills, although it did have a lot to do with his powers.
Actually, the major found himself relying heavily on Alex’s ability to
teleport himself away from danger. He knew that if things ever got out of hand
during one of the mission and Alex was in a pinch, he could always use his ability to
teleport to avoid being captured. None of the other members of Octagon possessed
this skill. That was what made Alex so valuable to Octagon.
Even if the mission was a total failure and the rest of his team was captured
or killed, Alex’s ability gave him the best chances of being able to escape and
return back to Octagon in one piece. Not only would that give Octagon specific
information as to what exactly happened and why the mission was a failure, it
would also allow for them to better prepare for next time. Alex was their ace and
they relied on him heavily, sometimes too heavily.
Most of the members of Octagon just looked at Alex as a powerful weapon
to use against the Shi’aki. To them, that was all he would ever be. It didn’t matter
who he was inside, all they cared about were his powers and if they could use them
to their advantage. The major knew this very well, and it pissed him off to the
extreme.
The major had never looked at him that way. He really loved Alex a lot,
even though he would never admit it. But he also couldn’t deny that his son was
indeed unique and could in fact deal a powerful blow to the Shi’aki when needed.
That was why he hated himself so much right now. He felt like he was selling his
son out. It wasn’t right, but it couldn’t be helped this time.
“I know…” Alex cut him off. He hated to see his father like this. He knew
that the older man was desperately fighting a losing battle within himself. Regardless
of that, there was nothing that could be done now to change the situation.
Eventually, the final decision would have panned out to be the same. There
was no use fretting or trying to be easy about it. “What do I have to do?” he asked
the older man directly. His father looked at him briefly before standing straight
again. He knew that his son was trying to save him face.
“You’ll be leading a strike team into the area tomorrow morning. This is not
a recon or rescue mission. Your mission is to find whatever the Shi’aki are hiding
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out there that’s causing these atmospheric disturbances and to make sure it’s not
there by nightfall. Destroy everything using whatever means possible,” the major
told him evenly.
“Sounds easy enough,” Alex shrugged with mock bravado so as to keep the
rest of the people in the room from knowing how scared he really was.
“Sounds like a suicide mission to me. But of course you already know that,
don’t you?” Naomi, who had been quiet up to that point, declared looking the major
straight in the eye. The older man was caught totally off guard by her comment but
he didn’t respond. She was right, it was a suicide mission. He didn’t even have to
think twice to know that the odds of whoever went out on this mission making it
back in one piece were practically zero. Especially if his suspicions about what the
area contained were correct. Alex knew this as well.
“Area 41, huh? I don’t know that area, but if your assumptions are correct
and there really is a Shi’aki base out there somewhere, then getting into the area
with that many people undetected is going to be a little tricky,” a voice added from
one of the corners of the room, completely startling everyone. It was the mystery
man. He was casually leaning with his back against a wall and his arms and legs
crossed in front of him. Everyone in the room had completely forgotten about him
with the exception of the major.
“Who the hell is that?” one of the officers inquired slowly, recovering from
his start. He hadn’t even seen the man come into the room.
“Everyone, I’d like you to meet Vincent Stone. Alex, he will be accompanying
you and your team on this mission,” the major introduced the newcomer, who
casually nodded to the rest of the people in the room.
“We’ve already met,” Alex replied dryly. His father gave him a quizzical
look. Alex hadn’t told him what exactly had taken place in Sector 28. He had just
told him that they had been ambushed and the uplink station had been destroyed.
He never mentioned the mysterious man that had helped them to escape.
“Well, it’s great that he’s volunteered for this absurd assignment, but I
hope he’s brought something more to this meeting than just a name,” one of the
other officers retorted, drawing a small laugh from the rest of the group. The major
instantly turned on him and was about to unleash a flurry of verbal abuse on the guy
when Vince signaled for him to let it go. Right now they had more important things
to consider.
“How do I get in?” Vince questioned directly while giving the group a cool
once over. Everyone in the room immediately stopped laughing.
“That we don’t know. Octagon never operates that far beyond the grid so
we don’t really know what’s out there. According to our records, there’s nothing.
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That’s probably why the Shi’aki got the jump on our last team,” one of the officers
answered carefully.
Or your boys were just sloppy and got caught, Vince thought to himself.
“That’s why I’m here I suppose,” Shannon stated as everyone turned to face
her. Although she still had dirt on her face from the previous battle, she was still a
beautiful sight to behold. All of the men in the room were momentarily captured by
her beauty.
“That’s right,” the major confirmed, looking at her before turning to Vince.
“This girl claims to have spotted a storage facility of some kind out there,” he
whispered to him. Vince glanced past the older man’s shoulder and looked at her
before giving her a friendly nod. She returned it.
“You said that you found a storage facility of some kind out there, right?”
The major turned back to Shannon.
“Yes,” she replied casually.
“Think you can point out its approximate location to me?” he asked, signaling
for her to come closer to the tactical grid he was standing by. Everyone gathered
around. The tactical grid was a large table length holographic display of all the
sectors in the northwest continent. That was Octagon’s main operating area.
“Hmm, where’s Sector 22?” she asked, trying to get her bearings. She had
never seen such a large and geographically detailed holographic display map such
as this one before. The major pointed to a place on the map located just below a
long mountain chain. That was Sector 22. Sector 28 was directly on the opposite
side of the mountains. Ok, now she knew where she was.
Tracing her fingers over the map to calculate approximate distance, Shannon
found Area 41 and stopped at a certain spot just between two large sand-covered
ridges. “There,” she declared, pointing to the approximate location of the storage
facility that she had found.
“You sure?” the major asked.
“Yes,” she confirmed. She remembered having to make her way down one
of the steep hills to the north every time she made a run. It was a pain in the butt
because footing was tricky. It was even more difficult for her to lug all of the stuff
she was carrying back up the hill on her way home. This was definitely the place.
The major looked at his group of tactical advisors. The recon team they
had sent had entered the area from the south over the southern ridge because it was
closer to where the magnetic signature was originating. Shannon had entered the
area from the north, which was much father away. That would explain why they
hadn’t reported finding any storage facility. It only made sense because Sector 22
was geographically located to the northwest of the area and Octagon was located to
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the southeast.
“Did you notice anything while you were there?” one of the officers inquired
hoping for more info.
“Besides the storage facility? No, at least not any structures if that’s what
you mean,” she answered honestly. She wondered what they were driving at.
“What about area security?” Alex joined the discussion while propping
himself right beside her. He could tell that she was a little nervous. Having him
there made her relax a bit more.
“Not too much, just a few rovers and guards here and there,” she replied.
“This storage facility is located close to the area’s perimeter. Did you ever
actually make your way farther into the area?” the major asked. The girl thought for
a short while.
“Not really. Once I found the storage facility, I thought I’d hit the jackpot
for just about anything I needed so I didn’t really need to go any farther. I wasn’t
looking for anything else, just food and supplies,” she admitted.
“Great, that leads us to absolutely nowhere,” one of the officers commented
aloud.
Shannon turned on him before the major calmed her down. “Give it a rest,
she’s not with us remember? She’s a civilian. If I were in her shoes, once I found
what I was looking for, I probably wouldn’t have gone any farther than I needed
to either,” he defended the girl. “And besides, it does lead us to somewhere,” he
continued.
“An entry point,” Vince finished, glancing over the map. According to
her information, the ridge she had passed over was located a little farther from up
where they were heading, but it also had very low security. Also according to what
the major had told him in his message, the last transmission that they had received
from the recon team said that they were ‘laying low until the coast was clear’. That
suggested that there was a lot of security in the area.
It was only logical since the southern part of the area was located closer to
the grid and the northern part was surrounded by nothing but dry, hot desert. The
Shi’aki knew that there were many human civilizations inside of the grid, but for
anyone coming from the north, they would have to travel for days over the hot
desert sand with no food or water. Plus there was little to no cover for travelers to
protect them from roving sentries. Not too many people were willing to take that
risk unless they just simply didn’t know any better.
Vince looked at Shannon. She seemed really sweet and innocent, but he
could also tell that she would have to be extremely intelligent and resourceful if
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she had been able to sneak into that area on numerous occasions without being
captured.
“How did you get into that area all the way from Sector 22?” someone
asked.
“Simple, I went during the night. It took me about two days to get there and
I had to bring my own water. Also, I had this,” she explained, removing a small
old-fashioned stealth module that her brother had given to her for protection many
years ago from around her neck. She always carried it with her.
“Old-fashioned stealth module huh? Well that explains a couple of things,”
one of the officers said, examining the device. This device was designed to
completely erase any trace of her from various electronic sensory devices. With
this device activated, she would be invisible to any form of electronic scanners or
sensors. The only way anyone would be able to detect her was if they visually saw
her. That was what had happened to her and her brother when he was captured. One
of the scavengers had visually stumbled across them while on patrol.
That would explain why none of the rovers had picked up on her while she
was entering the area. They would have had to have visually spotted her in order
to know she was even there. Of course having this device sometimes made her
careless, which was how she had gotten captured in Area 41 a few days prior. One
of the guards had spotted her hiding behind some boxes when they entered the
storage facility and stunned her before she could escape.
“Too bad we don’t have more of these,” the major said, examining the
device and giving it back to her. While Octagon had managed to find plans to an old
but effective cloaking system for their vehicles, they simply didn’t have the tools
or technology to develop something as small and sophisticated as this. This device
had been made in the days of the old Attraxian Council. It was very high-tech.
“Ok, people, listen up. We think that there might be a hidden base of some
kind just south of this ridge. Since no one here has been that far into the area, this
is only a speculation, but one thing for sure is that something there is drawing up a
lot of magnetic energy.
“According to the last report we received from our recon team, entry from
the south seems to be risky so we’re going to have to try to go in from the north in
between these two points,” the major said, pointing to two spaces on the display
before turning to Shannon.
“Miss, I hate to do this, but I’m going to have to ask you to accompany the
team,” the major said slowly.
“What? Why?” Alex objected while giving the older man a wicked glare.
“Because I know the area better than anyone here. I’ve actually been there
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so I know my way in and out pretty well, at least to the storage facility, beyond that,
I’m not sure.” Shannon answered the question on her own. He could tell that the
request bothered her slightly.
“Dad, you have no right to ask her to do this. You said it yourself, she’s a
civilian!” Alex cut her off. To send him out there was one thing, but to ask her to go
with him was completely out of line. The major said nothing. He knew the younger
man was right.
“Shan, you don’t have to do this. Just tell me what you know and I’ll find
my own way in,” Alex assured her.
“I’ll do it,” she said, ignoring him and turning to the major. “On one
condition,” she continued. The major already knew what she was going to say.
“The kids in Sector 22? You want me to send for them and bring them
here?” he asked. Alex had told him about them the night before.
“Yes,” she replied.
“Consider it done,” the major promised, looking into her deep blue eyes.
“Tell your boys when they find them to show them this,” she instructed,
removing a small blue stone bracelet from her wrist and handing it to the major. All
of the kids liked her bracelet. This way they would know that it was her who sent
for them. “They tend to avoid strangers,” she explained.
“Shan…” Naomi started before Dutch held her back. He knew that Shannon
had already made up her mind and that there was nothing that he or anyone else
could do to change it, but that wasn’t going to stop some people from trying.
“What the hell?” Alex exploded, looking at his father and Shannon as though
they had both lost their minds. “Screw that, Shannon, there’s no way in hell you’re
coming with me. Just give me all of the information that I need and I’ll do the rest!”
Alex demanded angrily while looking her squarely in the eye.
“Excuse me? Since when the hell did you become my father?” Shannon
turned on him, her blue eyes blazing. “You don’t tell me what to do, last time I
checked I was an adult! Who the hell died and made you God to decide for me?”
she screamed. Everyone in the room backed away from her while Vince continued
to watch from his corner with a slight hint of amusement.
“I’m not saying that I don’t need your help, I just don’t want to see you get
hurt. This isn’t your fight so stay out of it!” Alex yelled back at her sternly.
“Oh, so what now, you think I’m weak? Is that it? Do you think I need you
to protect me? I’ve lived on my own for over twenty years, I’m not a baby and I can
take care of myself just fine!
“I am going on this mission, for three damn reasons; one, because I’m not
one of your little subordinates here. I don’t have to take orders from you! Two,
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because it IS my fight, and I might just be able to help your dumb ass! Have you
ever been to Area 41? Do you even know the area at all? No, right? You can look
at this damn map all you want and it still won’t do you any good because you have
no clue what you’re walking into. I’ve at least been there before so my experience
could come in handy. Don’t you dare try telling me what I will and won’t do, Mister
‘I’m so full of myself that I won’t accept help from a girl!’ What I know might just
keep you in one piece long enough to make it back here. Don’t underestimate me
because I’m a girl!” she blasted him furiously. Her face was red and there were
tears in her eyes. She quickly wiped them away and glared at him angrily.
Alex was stunned. He didn’t know what to say. He had never seen her so
angry before. The major was impressed; this was the first time he’d ever seen his
son be completely floored by a female. This was getting interesting but even so, he
decided that this was one lovers’ quarrel that he’d better stay the hell out of. The
entire room was silent as the two continued to stare at each other.
“I didn’t mean it that way,” Alex choked, lowering his head in defeat. He
felt so embarrassed. She was right, she for one didn’t need his protection and he was
wrong for assuming that she did. He turned away from her. “I just…” he started.
“I know,” she said, walking up to him and stooping down so she could look
at his face, he didn’t look back. She knew she had been a little too rough on him; he
was only trying to protect her after all. She knew exactly how he felt because she
felt the same way about him. Neither of them wanted to see the other get hurt. She
could tell that she’d really hurt him a lot by what she’d said. Now she wished she
hadn’t said it.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have blown up at you like that. I know you were just
trying to look after me,” she whispered gently, placing her hand under his chin and
lifting his face so she could look at him. He looked at her slowly.
“You always keep telling me that this isn’t my fight. You’re wrong, it is. It
always was, I just never really realized it till now. God, I’ve been so naive...” she
confessed more to herself than to anyone else before continuing. “And now that I
know, I have to do something about it, the same as you,” she explained soothingly.
“Yeah, but I have to go. I don’t really have a choice. You do,” Alex argued
back, wishing he’d never gotten her involved in all of this before she placed her
finger on his lips.
“You’re right, I do have a choice. I can choose to stay here and wait for the
Shi’aki to finally complete their new weapon and use it on those kids that I’m trying
to protect, or I can choose to go fight with you and make sure that they never get the
chance. Which one would you choose?” She posed the question to him and awaited
his answer.
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He thought about it for a while. She was right. If he were in her place, he’d
have made the same decision. Looking into his eyes she could see that he finally
understood where she was coming from. He still didn’t like it, but there was nothing
more he could say.
“Sorry, I got mad at you and said all of those things, I didn’t mean to blow
up like that. Forgive me?” she apologized wholeheartedly while taking his hand in
hers and holding it gently.
“Maybe,” he accepted finally while reaching up and brushing a lock of
hair from in front of her eyes. She smiled back at him as they made eye contact.
Remembering that they weren’t the only ones in the room, the two quickly regained
their composure. Everyone watching them seemed to be slightly disappointed.
They’d hoped to see more of how the rest of the scene would play out.
“Well, now that that’s over, let’s get back to business, shall we?” the major
said with a sly grin. Both of them turned slightly red at the comment. He decided
to let it go and get back to work; there was very little time for games right now.
“Alex, I want you to assemble your team as quickly as possible. Get the best men
you can find and get them ready. We don’t have any more time to waste,” the older
man ordered firmly.
“How many people are we looking at? It’s going to be hard to find people
crazy enough to go along with something like this,” Alex thought aloud. He was
right, finding people to volunteer for something this heavy wasn’t going to be an
easy task. The people he chose would not only have to be smart, strong, and have
balls of pure steel, they’d also have to be completely out of their damn minds and
have an all-out death wish.
“About fifteen to twenty men, no more than that. That should give a force
strong enough to make it into the area without being detected too easily,” the
major advised, heeding Vince’s previous warning about trying to enter the area
with a larger group. Alex shook his head. That was going to be a lot tougher than it
sounded.
“So I guess it’s you an’ me in the mix again, huh, Sparky?” Dutch sighed,
walking up to Alex and standing boldly beside him. Alex was about to protest when
Dutch stopped him.
“Hey, every pilot’s gotta have a wingman, right? I figure I’m the best man
qualified for the job. Unless I’m fired,” he reasoned, looking the younger man in the
eye and giving him a broad grin. “Besides, who else is gonna cover your sorry ass
out there?” he added with a shrug before punching Alex in the shoulder.
“That’s one,” Alex counted, turning to the major.
“Two,” Shannon corrected him.
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“I’m in too, so that makes three,” Naomi chimed in. The other three
instantly turned on her. She already knew they were going to flat out deny her
request to join them on such a dangerous mission. They all kind of viewed her
as their little sister so naturally none of them wanted to see anything bad happen
to her. But she had already made up her mind and nothing they said was going to
change it.
Using Shannon’s words to her defense and stating that she wasn’t a kid
anymore and she would rather do something than just sit back and wait to see what
would happen next, she managed to thwart their efforts. Also, her hacking skills
could prove to be very useful in this case. She was the best hacker around after all.
No one could argue with that. Realizing that it was pointless to argue with her about
it, the other three finally relented.
“That makes five of you all together,” the major said, nodding towards Vince,
who had resumed his solitary standing position with his back propped against a
wall away from the rest of the group. Apparently, everyone had forgotten about him
again. “Now all we need is to assemble the rest of the team,” the major finished.
“Where are you heading?” the major asked with a hint of concern as Vince
pushed himself off the wall and started walking towards the door.
“I’ve got some preparations to make,” he replied, not bothering to turn
around. He hated meetings.
“No wait,” the major called. Alex just barely caught the pleading tone in his
voice. He wondered what that was all about. It made him uneasy. “We need you to
stay here,” the older man explained quickly, regaining his composure. “I’ve already
prepared a room for you. I’ll have two of my guards show you to it. You can do your
preparations there,” the major advised.
The young dark man didn’t show a hint of surprise at the major’s request.
He had figured that the major would want to keep him around until they were ready
to move. The older man was either paranoid of something happening to him on the
outside if he left Octagon before the mission, or worried that he would ditch them
and make a move on the area by himself without giving Octagon a chance to figure
out exactly what the Shi’aki were up to. Knowing himself quite well, the answer
was probably option number two.
He shrugged and gave the older man a conceding nod of his head. Signaling
to two of guards in the room, the major instructed for them to show Vince to his
quarters.
“Make absolutely sure that nothing happens to him and that he doesn’t
leave the premises, you understand?” the major whispered sternly to one of the
two guards, who seemed to understand. Following his two escorts, Vince left the
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room.
“If you don’t mind me asking, Major, what was that all about?” one of the
officers in the room inquired as soon as the door slid shut behind the departing trio.
It was clear that no one in the room could see where Vince came into this particular
picture at all. The major decided that it was finally time to let them all in on his little
secret.
Turning to look at the group he let them see his displeasure for questioning
his judgment, not to mention for the way that they had treated his guest. Vince
wasn’t your average person and definitely not someone you just brushed off. Right
now he was probably their only chance of pulling this mission off successfully.
True, Alex and Dutch were very strong and skilled when it came down to
dealing with the Shi’aki, but what they had in strength and power, they both lacked
in experience. Vince was another story altogether.
“Does the name ‘Black Phoenix’ mean anything to you?” the major asked,
eyeing them. It didn’t take him long to get his answer. The room went completely
quiet. Shannon and Naomi both exchanged puzzled glances. They had never heard
the name before. But judging from everyone else’s reaction when they’d heard it,
the name carried a lot of weight around here.
“You mean that was him?” one of the officers whispered in shock.
“What, you mean that kid? No way, I don’t fucking believe it!” another
burst out in sheer disbelief.
“Quiet!” the major ordered, forcing the man to calm down a bit. “Believe it
or not, it’s him all right,” he confirmed.
“You sure? I mean come on; no one’s ever actually seen this guy right? How
do you know that he’s not just pulling your chain?” a third officer persisted.
“I just know that’s all. Rest assured, it’s him,” the major declared as
convincingly as possible. He knew that everyone there would have a hell of a time
actually buying it though. Regardless of that fact, Vince was still an essential part
of this mission.
“Look, I don’t care if you believe me or not, the fact is the man has experience
dealing with the Shi’aki in these kind of situations. That’s why I called him here.
When it comes to dealing with this kind of shit, he’s the best there is, and that’s
exactly what we need right now,” the major stood his ground.
“No offense, son,” he added apologetically to Alex, who he was sure
had caught his previous remark about Vince being the best. Alex was naturally
competitive when it came to things like that but actually, Vince really was the best
when it came to dealing with the Shi’aki. That was why he preferred to work alone.
The major had gone through hell to recruit him for Octagon after they had first met.
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It took a lot of convincing on his part, but it had definitely been worth it. Alex took
the comment in his stride.
Looking up at him, Shannon could see that he was deep in thought. Something
about that name made him very nervous. She could tell that Dutch was a little edgy
as well. She wondered what it was all about.
“Alex?” she started to ask him telepathically. He already knew what she was
going to say.
“I’ll tell you later,” he answered prematurely. It would be best to fill her in
after the meeting was over.
“Son, you know what to do. Go ahead and start assembling your team.
You’ll be in command of the mission. The troops here all know you and they trust
you. Vince will be second in command. Be sure to follow his lead if you get into
anything thick out there. Like I told you, the guy’s got experience. Dutch, sorry pal,
but you’re third in command, be sure to keep these other two knuckleheads in line,
understood?” the major instructed, giving him a friendly glance. Dutch returned
it. He didn’t mind because he hated being stuck in a leadership position, too much
responsibility. The major was more worried about Alex getting himself into trouble
than Vince.
While Alex’s quick temper and sometimes impulsive nature could get the
best of him, Vince was always calm and thought things through thoroughly before
making his decisions. That’s what made him so deadly. Even so, he wasn’t much of
a team player and was prone to do things on his own. He was more of a lone wolf
type so the major was a little reluctant to put him in charge of the group.
At least with Alex in charge, things would be more organized and he knew
that the troops would rather listen to Alex than to someone they’d never even met
before. Vince had quickly pointed that out to him when the major initially requested
that he lead the team.
The major finished the debriefing and dismissed the group. There was a lot
of work to do and not a lot of time to do it in. Alex and his friends left the room.
The major had requested that the rest of group stay behind so that they could further
work out the specifics of the mission and get everything set up.
Leaving the building Alex and crew found themselves walking down the
streets. Alex was ahead of the others, arms were folded across his broad chest with
head was down. He was thinking about a lot of different things. Naomi looked at
him before coming to a sudden stop. She couldn’t take it anymore.
“Um, guys? Who is the ‘Black Phoenix’?” she asked, unable to control
herself. For some reason, the way everyone had reacted when the major had
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mentioned the name made her extremely nervous. What was going on? Everyone
turned to look at the young girl. Alex just shook his head and while Dutch gave her
a straight ‘what backwoods sector are you from again?’ look.
“What?” she said defensively. She had never heard of the name before. It
wasn’t her fault! Shannon walked over and stood beside her. She had no clue what
the name meant either so they might as well both look like dunces together.
“Yeah, I don’t know either. Mind filling us in?” she asked casually,
crossing her arms in front of her chest and tilting one hip to the side expectantly.
Naomi watched her and copied the gesture.
“What? You guys really don’t know?” Dutch started. He could tell that they
were both absolutely clueless. It looked like he would have to break it down for
them. Giving Alex a sideways glance, he waited for the other man’s signal. Saying
nothing, Alex nodded his head for him to proceed. No doubt, this was going to be a
very lengthy explanation.
“Ok, here’s the deal. For the past few years there have been rumors going
around about some guy, a shadow-walker who calls himself the Black Phoenix.
They call him a shadow-walker because supposedly, no one’s ever seen his face
before. He just shows up, does his shit and vanishes before anyone even knows he
was there,” he started before checking the two girls’ facial expressions. Seeing that
they were both now being drawn into his tale, he continued.
“Apparently, this guy has a very personal grudge against the Shi’aki.
They claim that over the past ten years he’s single-handedly taken out over 250
Shi’aki installations globally. Even Octagon doesn’t operate out that far, too much
resistance. You think that’s hairy, get this; they say that he works totally alone. No
group, no army, nothing. This guy will just walks straight into a Shi’aki base or
termination camp, frees all of the prisoners and blows the place sky high without
anyone even knowing he was there.
“He’s said to have hit targets that Octagon and the rogues can’t even touch.
They don’t even know about some of them until it’s too late. That’s why he’s
rumored to be the best. He’s a freelance rebel fighter that holds loyalty to no one.
They say that the Shi’aki are so afraid of this guy that they’ve actually put a bounty
on his head for over twenty thousand quintars for anyone who can bring them his
head on a silver platter. They won’t even take the risk of anyone bringing him in
alive, that`s how dangerous he is.
“They’ve hired bounty hunter after bounty hunter, even some from other
planets beyond the Outer Rim, none of them can so much as lay a finger on this guy
and the few that are unlucky enough to run across him or track him down never live
long enough to tell anyone about it. The guy’s supposed to be untouchable,” Dutch
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finished.
Everyone was staring at him. They could all tell from the way that he was
speaking that he had actually bought into some of the rumors. If this Black Phoenix
guy had an action figure made of himself, Dutch would definitely be one of the first
ones in line to buy it.
“Sounds like a real bad ass,” Naomi said, clearly impressed by the tale.
Shannon remained quiet.
“Sure, if you believe in Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny,” Alex retorted.
“You don’t believe the rumors?” Naomi asked.
“Well, not all of them,” Alex replied. Of course he and Shannon both knew
that Dutch had been laying it on pretty thick, but he had to admit that for the past
few years there had been some very mysterious activity going on beyond the outer
grid, things that neither Octagon or the rogues could fully explain.
The fact was that Shi’aki installations had indeed been getting hit by
someone over the past few years, someone other than Octagon. Of course he didn’t
believe for one minute that all of these hits could have been successfully done
by one man. That was bullshit. It would at least take a small army to hit some of
them.
Initially, he had attributed the attacks to the rogues. There were many different
factions of them and very few of them were organized or kept in communication
with each other. That meant that each group just pretty much did its own thing. So
maybe the attacks were caused by one small group that no one knew about.
That was the logical explanation, but even then there were a few things
that didn’t quite add up. For starters, Alex knew the rogues very well. His father
had been trying to establish ties with them to unite them and Octagon into a large
fighting force for years with very limited success. Most groups were only out for
themselves. They were selfish, stubborn, unorganized and very sloppy. Normally
whenever the rogues hit something, Octagon always knew. Why? Because they
always left more human bodies behind rotting in the sand than that of the enemy.
The rogues were very poorly equipped, a lot less so than Octagon. It would be
extremely hard for them to completely take out a large-scale base or installation with
the substandard weapons and equipment they had at their disposal. They wouldn’t
even make a dent in most Shi’aki defense systems before they were completely cut
down. That was why they mostly just stuck to raiding small installations or storage
facilities much like the one Shannon had found in Area 41. Actually, as soon as she
told him how she had been captured, he had mistaken her for one of them. It wasn’t
until he saw the kids in the village that he understood her real intentions.
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Alex had been assigned to do recon on a few of the bases that had been hit
just outside of the outer grid so he had seen the damage they had sustained and had
taken a body count. The places had been completely leveled using some sort of high
impact explosive devices much like the one Vince had used in Sector 28 and there
wasn’t a single human body to be found in the remains.
That meant that whichever group did this had to have been so skilled and
organized that they snuck into the place and caught the Shi’aki completely off
guard, or something else was amiss. Of course if there had been casualties, they
could have always taken them back home to bury them, but knowing the rogues,
that was highly unlikely.
Normally, if the rogues couldn’t eat it, fight with it or sell it, they just left it.
Wounded people included. Also, the idea of a rogue group possessing the kind of
firepower it would take to level an entire Shi’aki installation was very unsettling to
him. Octagon had always been the strongest and best-equipped rebel group in this
region. He hoped that it would stay that way. Either way he refused to believe that
one man was capable of accomplishing such a heavy task on his own.
“So you don’t think this Vince guy’s who he claims to be?” Naomi asked,
giving him a serious glance.
“No, but my father sure seems to have bought into it for some reason,” he
admitted. “I wonder how he met up with that guy anyway,” he commented aloud.
Shannon stood by silently.
“Well even if he isn’t who he claims to be, I guess we still owe him a lot for
helping us out back there in Sector 28,” Dutch declared thoughtfully. Naomi and
Shannon had to agree. Alex withheld. He for one thought that they pretty much had
the situation well in hand even before Vince had showed up on the scene. He wasn’t
one to easily admit defeat or accept help from anyone.
“So now what?” Naomi asked, changing the subject. She had heard enough
about the Black Phoenix for one day. It was beginning to sound like one of the fairy
tales that her mother had told her when she was a child. True, she had seen Vince
in action before and she could tell that he definitely had experience in dealing with
the Shi’aki, but like Alex, she too had a hard time believing that he could have
accomplished all of those legendary feats by himself. She had gotten quite nervous
when she saw him again at the West Gate was still somewhat traumatized from the
cliff incident in Sector 28.
“I guess we’d better start getting ready. I have to go assemble the rest of
the team and get them all briefed,” Alex answered while remembering that his
father had told him to stop back by the Tech Center once he had gotten his team
assembled. He wanted to talk to him about something. “I’ll meet up with you guys
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later once I’m done,” he said, giving Shannon wink before turning to leave. He had
a lot of work to do. The rest of the group looked after him before returning to the
girls’ quarters. They would wait for him there.
Vince sat alone in his quarters. His weapons were laid out in front of him
while he carefully tuned and inspected each of them. He had a big day tomorrow,
they all did. Of course he would have preferred to handle this particular mission on
his own, but he had to admit that if what Octagon was saying were true, he’d need
a little help. After all, he wasn’t exactly on the Shi’aki’s ‘favorite persons’ list.
He couldn’t really blame the Shi’aki for hating him. He had single-handedly
been destroying their installations after all. At least that much of the rumors about
him were true. He has demolished so many of them over the years that he’d honestly
lost count. What was it now, 342? He couldn’t remember. At least 260 after he’d
relocated himself to this region where most of the Shi’aki activity was.
Most of the time, the Shi’aki never even knew what had hit them until it was
too late. That was where the bounty hunters were supposed to come in, not that any
of them that he ran across lived long enough to talk about their meeting.
This was why he always preferred to work alone. Too many people can
quickly transform a simple task into something far more dangerous in no time at
all. In his opinion, it was always better to just do the job by yourself. No mistakes.
Keep it clean, precise and simple, the way he liked it. He wasn’t too thrilled about
having a bunch of guys from Octagon tagging along behind him on this particular
mission either.
While he had always suspected that there was something out there in Area
41, he had never made it out that far. His main focus was to destroy the Shi’aki’s
secret installations out in the desert and to take out their supply lines running through
there in order to keep them from being able to expand their empire into the desert
regions where a lot of the remaining human population still lived.
He normally worked a lot farther out beyond the grid. The only reason he
was really even here right now was because he needed to pinpoint the installation’s
exact location. That aside, he’d much rather do this mission on his own due to the
fact that it provided him with a higher probability of success.
The major had refused him cold turkey on that idea. They probably wouldn’t
get another shot at this so he couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong. That was
why Alex and his team would be accompanying him this time.
Vince’s grudge against the Shi’aki was very personal indeed. For him,
taking out their bases was about a lot more than just being a nuisance to them and
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keeping them out of the desert and away from other human settlements. It was
about revenge.
When Vince was young he had watched as his parents were killed in front
of his very eyes by the Shi’aki. After their death, he and his five-years-older sister,
Michelle, were taken to a Shi’aki termination camp located in Northern Siberia
where the two were forced to dispose of the bodies of the many people the Shi’aki
had killed and to work in the ice-cold myrillium mines. Naturally withdrawn and
antisocial as a child due to his parents’ death, Vince was often alone. During his
time in the camp, his sister was the only one who watched over him and kept him
safe. She was the only one that he loved and trusted. He was there until the age of
seven.
His life changed drastically when one day a camp riot broke out between
the inmates of the camp. Thinking quickly, he and his sister, along with some of
the other inmates, attempted to escape the camp. The guards were on them in
seconds.
While running, Michelle was wounded. Of the nearly fifty adult escapees,
not one stopped to help the young girl. Unwilling to leave her behind, Vince bravely
attempted to defend her from the ruthless guards. However, although unusually
strong, quick, and agile for his age, he was no match for the five guards and was
seriously injured in the fight.
Michelle, being somewhat of a proficient fighter and an expert in the lost
Brazilian art of capoeira, which she had learned from one of the elder captives
before he died, savagely attacked the five guards. Though mortally wounded, the
young girl was able to fight just enough to protect him. Finally, another escapee
stopped to help out, but he too was seriously wounded in the fight.
With more guards on the way, Michelle instructed the older man to take
care of her brother and urged them to escape while they could. With one final kiss
good-bye and a reassuring smile, she turned to face the three oncoming guards,
determined to protect her brother to the very last. She did.
Vince fought wildly to free himself from the older man’s grasp as he watched
his sister fight and die to protect him. The older man carried the young boy kicking
and screaming from the camp. His sister had successfully managed to kill two of
the guards before she died, but one had survived.
The one remaining guard pursued them for over an hour. Finally the old
man, being weak and exhausted from loss of blood, couldn’t continue. He told the
young boy to leave him. Vince ignored the old man’s instructions and using his
unusually keen intellect, caught the pursuing guard in an ambush and killed him by
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beating him to death with a large rock. When he returned to where he had left the
old man, he found that he had already died. With no one to love and nowhere to go,
for the first time in his life, Vince found himself completely alone in a harsh world
full of strangers.
He knew where the other escapees were headed. They were headed east
towards the nearest city. It would be a long trip and because of the harsh environment
they were in, many of them would not survive. He caught up to them and traveled
with the group for a total of two days. However, for some odd reason he felt
compelled to leave the group and head in his own direction. He did so the very next
day, heading south through the mountains.
For three months he wandered the cold Siberian tundra, his wits,
determination, and sheer cunning the only thing keeping him alive in the relentless
subzero climate. Eventually he found his way into a largely wooded area where he
decided to set up a camp. Surprisingly, the area had many natural resources and
different forms of wildlife. Because it was surrounded by mountains and barely
visible from the air, the Shi’aki had never really taken notice of it. He lived there
for one year.
Fueled by rage, Vince vowed to avenge his family for their murder at the
hands of the Shi’aki. Always hungry for knowledge, he was fortunate to run across
on old COBRA base buried deep in the side of one of the mountains when he
was exploring the region one day. The base was a library of tools and knowledge.
Seemingly deserted for centuries, Vince decided that this would be a good place to
plan his revenge. He lived there undisturbed for an additional eight years of training
and self-study.
Gifted with an unusually high IQ and a near photographic memory as a child,
he became a self-taught expert in many different fields; including biomechanics,
explosives, chemistry, electrical systems and computer engineering, as well as
weapon design.
Finding an old weapons testing facility beneath the base, which had
originally been used to build and test an old design of mechanized soldiers, Vince
set to work bringing the place back up online. It took him three years of constant
work to finish. Once completed, he turned the six mechs he found still intact into
formidable sparring partners complete with fighting experience and a large arsenal
of weaponry.
Using these mechs to sharpen his fighting skills, he began to develop his
own unique fighting style composed of many various techniques, hence becoming
a very brutal, lethally devastating, and almost unbeatable opponent. Training
anywhere from six to twelve hours a day under the most extreme conditions he
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could possibly think to put himself in made him even stronger, faster, and more
agile than he had been before. His metabolism also increased, allowing him to heal
more quickly from injuries, even some potentially fatal wounds.
Sorting through the inventory and weapons development files that he found
were still intact on the base’s databank, he began to design his own unique arsenal
of weaponry which he was going to use in his revenge against the Shi’aki. He
also found an experimental refining process for terramantium, the hardest metal
on earth. Fortunately for him, the base had a small amount of the unrefined ore
in storage for experimentation purposes. Using this ore, he refined it to make his
first weapon. That was the upgradeable combo sword that he always carried on his
back.
He eventually had to leave the area after his hideout was discovered by a
wandering Shi’aki patrol. After easily dispatching the rover, he blew the base and
once again headed south towards the desert.
Feeling that his training was somewhat complete, Vince strategically began
to locate and stage solo raids on the secret Shi’aki military installations in the
northeastern region. Within a few years, he had almost completely destroyed all of
the installations and termination camps in the northeastern region.
Having heard that the highest concentration of Shi’aki activity was located
on the northwestern continent, Vince decided to move his operation overseas. That
would make it easier for him to keep the Shi’aki in check and keep tabs on what
they were doing until he found a way to stop them for good. Using a transport that
he had confiscated from one of the facilities during one of his raids, he made his
way to the northwest continent.
There was much more Shi’aki activity in the area than he had initially
expected, but he quickly managed to adapt to his new surroundings. He immediately
started to track the Shi’aki’s movements and trace their supply routes. After getting
the information he required, he found a nice place to set up his base of operations
and began to strategically attack their installations in the outer grid. His attacks
were so devastating to their cause that the Shi’aki had indeed put a bounty of twenty
thousand quintars on his head, but as of yet, it was a reward none so far had lived
long enough to collect.
His operation was admittedly proceeding without a hitch; his only problem
now was intel. Because of his raids, the Shi’aki had tightened their security and had
started to move and shift their supply routes around at random. That made it a lot
harder to track them to their destinations, which in most cases were hidden bases
or other small-time installations. Unfortunately for Vince, that meant a lot of extra
hard work because he didn’t have access to a functional satellite system in this area.
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That was where Octagon came into play.
A few years ago during their first meeting, he had struck a deal with the
major. The terms were simple, if Octagon provided him with the info that he
needed to track the Shi’aki and find their bases, he’d return the favor by keeping the
major posted on what the Shi’aki were up to and destroying whatever installations
he found along the way. That would save Octagon a lot of time and effort. All he
needed was for them to point him in the right direction each time. The rest was up
to him. That was the way he liked it.
He had been working off and on with the major every since. As long as
the major completed his end of the bargain and Octagon didn’t get in his way,
everything would be fine. This particular mission, however, was a lot different than
the rest. The outcome of this strike might very well determine the fate of the world.
They would only get one shot at this and they couldn’t afford to screw it up.
That’s why he had agreed to allow Alex’s team to accompany him. He had
to agree that Alex, Dutch and Shannon could possibly prove to be of some use
to him, especially Alex. But as for the others, he kind of figured that they would
probably do more harm than good. But that didn’t mean that they couldn’t be of
some use. If nothing else, they could create a good diversion and keep the heat off
of him long enough to rig whatever was out there with enough neuron charges to
take out a ten-mile area. That would do the trick.
He could tell that Alex was very skilled and had a lot of experience in
dealing with the Shi’aki. Plus his mutant abilities would definitely come in handy.
While Vince was highly trained, he had to admit that he didn’t possess even half of
the destructive power that Alex had displayed. That was why he mainly relied on
his weapons, brains, and hand-to-hand fighting skills to get him through most of his
missions. They had worked well for him so far.
Dutch was a good fighter and if nothing else, could prove valuable just
because of his brute strength. As for Shannon, he had seen her fight before so he
knew that she could handle herself very well, but there was something else about
her. He couldn’t exactly put his finger on what it was, but there was definitely a lot
more to her than met the eye. He had briefly felt a strange sense of familiarity to
her and Alex when they had first met in Sector 28. That was right before he pushed
Alex over the cliff.
As for the younger girl, maybe she was a good hacker, but he still didn’t
feel like she belonged in this particular affair. She was too young and far too
inexperienced for this kind of thing. She had no clue what she was getting herself
into. He didn’t think that she should have joined the team, but even so, her hacking
skills could come in handy. He would need to take special care to look after her and
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make sure she made it in and out of there in one piece with the rest of the group.
While he didn’t particularly care about Octagon one way or the other, he
wasn’t one to leave his teammates behind if they were in trouble. The worst-case
scenario was that he would help them out of their situation and put a bullet in their
head later when the coast was clear for being stupid, but he would never just leave
them behind if there was a chance he could help them. Not that he had actually
ever worked with a group before. It was just the principle and the fact that he
automatically felt responsible for their well-being.
Picking up his sword, he carefully examined the weapon. The blade was
smooth and shiny yet rigid. Nowhere else on earth would you ever hope to find such
a perfect weapon. The body was a little on the heavy side for the inexperienced
wielder due to the additional hidden features it contained, but in his hands it was as
light as a feather. Other than that; the balance was excellent, the grip was good and
the blade was sharp enough to cut through solid steel in one clean stroke.
Unlinking the interconnected dual blades which it was composed of, he
examining them for any dings or damage to their razor-sharp edges before continuing
with his upgrade of the weapon. He decided to give the sword an additional power
boost for the upcoming mission. He needed to make sure that everything was in
perfect working order before he set out the next day.
Shannon sat alone in her quarters. Alex was late. He had stopped by briefly
a few hours before and promised them that he would come by as soon as he was
finished. He gave her a comm-link of her own and told her he would let her know
when he was off. After that, he went back to work, leaving Shannon, Dutch and
Naomi by themselves.
Having completed their preparations, Dutch and Naomi had waited for him
for a few hours before deciding to turn in for the evening. They had a busy day
ahead of them tomorrow.
She didn’t have to use her telepathic abilities to know that the two also had
other plans for the night. That was obvious from the time they both started yawning
and inching their way towards Naomi’s bedroom, but she couldn’t really blame
them for wanting to be together tonight. For all any of them knew, this could very
well be the last opportunity they got to show each other how they really felt. That
was why she didn’t try to stop them. Not that it was any of her business anyway.
She had her own things to think about.
Feeling a little uncomfortable being stuck in the room by herself, especially
knowing what was probably going on in the room next to her, she decided to leave.
She was going to walk around Octagon just to clear her mind and get some air, but
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she remembered that she didn’t have a proper pass code yet.
Considering no one knew who she was, that could be a problem if someone
got curious and started asking questions. She had already had one run-in with those
asshole security guards. She didn’t need another one. Besides, Alex still hadn’t
come by. Knowing that he was a man of his word, she decided that it might just
be better to wait outside on the stairs. That would give the other two a little more
privacy at least.
While sitting on the stairs, Shannon began to think to herself about many
things. Alex had informed her that the major had sent a group of men to retrieve the
children from Sector 22. He didn’t like to procrastinate when it came to completing
his end of a bargain.
That was good. If everything went well, the children would arrive at
Octagon in the next few days, assuming all of them cooperated. She was sure they
would once they found out that it was her who had sent for them. They all loved
and trusted her very much. She just hoped that she would be able to live up to their
trust.
As for the mission, she wasn’t really too concerned about that for some
reason. True, she was scared. It would be foolish not to be, but inside she knew that
she was making the right decision for more than a few reasons. She just hoped that
when this was all over, she would still be able to look back on those decisions and
see how right or wrong they really were.
That wasn’t the only thing on her mind however, she was also thinking
about Alex. Although she didn’t really want to admit it to herself, she knew that
he was one of the main reasons that she had volunteered to go on the mission. For
some reason, while the thought of him going out there alone was unsettling, the
thought of him leaving her here and her never seeing him again was even more so.
From the time she had first met him, there had been a definite connection
between them and now she was finding that the more time they spent together, the
stronger the connection seemed to grow. She was beginning to sense that he felt the
same way.
While she figured that it was a little premature to say for sure if she was
falling in love with him or not, the facts were that she did get a very strange yet
wonderful feeling whenever he was around or she looked into his dark, handsome
brown eyes. They were already very good friends and while they were opposites
in a lot of ways; including their mutant abilities, it also seemed like they were a
natural match for one another.
She hugged her knees tightly to her chest as her thoughts about their
relationship began to deepen. She had never really been this seriously attracted to
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anyone before and she didn’t know exactly how to deal with it.
While she was always calm and reserved on the outside, sometimes when
he was near, an overwhelming urge to let go and give into her passions swept over
her. It took a tremendous amount of energy to hold it back, and if Alex had ever
sensed it or made a move on her at that particular time, she probably wouldn’t have
even tried. She knew that it was definitely not the time for such things, considering
what was on the line, so she always tried to ignore her urges and keep her emotions
in check. But sometimes when they were close or when he touched her…
A cold shiver ran down her spine. She quickly shook the thoughts from her
head. Now was definitely not the time to be thinking of such childish things. Or was
it? She thought to herself, remembering exactly why she was sitting along on the
porch right now. Suddenly, she felt very cold and alone. She tried to focus her mind
on other things, but it continued to wander despite her efforts. Finally it settled on
another mysterious and equally unresolved issue, Vince.
This particular man puzzled her. She had only met him twice, but from the
first time she had met him in Sector 28, she had felt a sense of familiarity with him.
It wasn’t the same sense that she had felt when she had met Alex, although it was
very similar. With Vince, however, there was something different that she couldn’t
quite explain.
The fact of the matter was that she hadn’t been afraid of him at all when he
told her to jump off of the cliff back in Sector 28, although she knew she should
have been. But for some reason, when she had looked into his eyes for the first time
that day, she felt safe and secure, as though she knew that no matter what, he would
never allow for anything to happen to her.
She had no clue as to why she got this feeling from him, but it left her with
a mixture of confused thoughts about him. Were her feelings about him correct or
was she just imagining things? She really didn’t know.
That wasn’t the only thing that bothered her about him. The other thing was
that she couldn’t read his thoughts. While there were many people whose mind was
too strong for her to read exact details from, such as Alex’s, in most cases, even if
their mental guard was up, she was still able to use her ability to get a general sense
of their feelings and what they were thinking. She could feel if they were nervous,
or anxious, even though she couldn’t read exactly why they felt that way.
For most people, their mental guard was something that they couldn’t
consciously control, it was more of a reflex action when they didn’t want someone
to know something or when they were in a certain situation that made them feel
afraid to show their feelings.
While Alex was able to control his to a small degree, Vince was different.
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She could sense nothing from him when she tried to read his mind. No colors, no
hot, no cold, no movement, no emotion, nothing: just a complete black void of
nothingness. She had never met anyone like him before.
The more she thought about him and tried to figure him out, the more
mysterious and confusing he became to her. Finally her head began to hurt from
thinking too much and she gave up. She wondered what he was doing now. He was
probably preparing for the mission or sleeping. If she had the courage, and knew
where he was staying, she might have gone to talk to him a bit, but right now she
had neither.
It was getting chilly outside. Looking behind her, she contemplated going
back into the room, but for some reason it just didn’t seem appropriate at the time
so she withheld. The cold began to seep into her skin and once again a sense of
loneliness began to overtake her. She wished that someone, anyone, would come
and be with her so that she wouldn’t have to be alone.
Just then, as if in answer to her silent request, Alex appeared from around
the corner of one of the nearby buildings, he had just finished his work.
“Hey, sorry I’m late,” he started. She could tell that he wasn’t only tired
but had a lot on his mind right now, not that she could blame him. “You ok? Is
something wrong?” he asked, noticing that she was sitting alone on the steps. She
had to be cold. Then again, considering her powers maybe she wasn’t, he didn’t
know.
She looked up at him and smiled. Her bright blue eyes told him that she had
been waiting for him to come. He smiled back at her and sat down beside her on the
steps.
“Just finished wrapping everything up for tomorrow. The strike team’s ready
to go so we leave at dawn, which only gives us a few more hours. You sure you
want to do this?” he questioned with a glance that told her he was hoping she had
changed her mind about going with him in the past few hours. She hadn’t. He knew
that there was no use arguing with her about it any further. Besides, he was just too
tired to expend the effort.
“What about Dutch and Naomi?” he began.
“Sleeping,” she cut him off abruptly. “They waited for you as long as they
could, but I guess they were both really tired so they turned in for the night,” she
lied as casually as she could so as not to give him any suspicion as to what they
were really doing.
“I see,” he said with a sly grin and a shake of his head. As discreet as she
tried to be, her eyes gave it away. Oh well, whatever they were up to now, it was
none of his business so he wasn’t going to try to stop them. Catching a glance from
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Shannon, he looked up at her.
‘I blew it, didn’t I?’ her eyes admitted. She was a little embarrassed for
letting him in on their little secret. ‘Royally,’ he nodded a silent reply. They both
laughed. Oh well, now that the cat was out of the bag so to speak, there was nothing
else to do.
It was getting colder outside and Shannon had on short sleeves. Looking
at the door, Alex thought it was better just to let the other two have their privacy.
He was thinking about taking Shannon back to his place but quickly reconsidered.
He didn’t want to give her the wrong impression. Besides, his old man was home
sleeping now. At any rate, he had no desire to hang out here on the steps all night
and he was sure that Shannon would agree with that notion.
“Come on,” he said, standing and brushing the dust off of his trousers. He
was exhausted. All he wanted right now was a nice warm place to relax and maybe
get some sleep for the night. Extending his hand he helped Shannon up to her feet.
“Where are we going?” she asked curiously.
“The cafeteria’s got a lounge. I figured we could just hang out there since
it’s getting cold outside. Can’t really think of anywhere else that’s open at the
moment,” he explained.
Shannon had been kind of hoping that he would have elected to take her
home with him, but she didn’t want to give him the wrong impression by asking.
She knew that he was being careful not to try to say anything to offend her or give
her any reason to not trust him so she respected it. Maybe when the time was right,
but now they both just needed to go someplace warm and get some sleep. They
would need all of the energy they could muster for the next few days. It didn’t really
matter to her where they went as long as she was with him. She nodded her head in
agreement.
“Let’s go,” Alex smiled, turning to leave while slipping his arm around her
waist and pulling her body closer to his. With a smile, she leaned closer to him
and rested her head on his chest while positioning the rest of her sleek and supple
body comfortably under his arm. She then slid her arm around his waist as well
and hooked her small fingers into the left side of his belt as they started down the
street.
They reached the cafeteria in just a few minutes. Save for the cafeteria staff,
the place was entirely empty. The staff were all busy preparing breakfast for the
next day as well as packaged food for his strike team. His father had arranged for
that earlier in the day. One of the cooks spotted him with Shannon a they entered
and gave them both a quick and friendly nod. They looked like a nice couple.
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“Mind if we hang out in the lounge? It’s kinda cold outside,” Alex asked
permission to use the small room.
“Sure, nobody’s using it right now. We just cleaned it a few hours ago so it’s
all good. Just don’t make a mess, ok?” the man smiled.
“Thanks,” Alex said, leading Shannon into the lounge. The room was small
and cozy with a few plush sofas and chairs as well as a few tables. The lights were
dimmed to a very relaxing setting. It would have almost been a pretty romantic
place if it weren’t for the large window to the left which looked out into the main
dining room. That left them with very little privacy because anyone passing by
would be able to see if they were doing anything out of the ordinary, but at least it
was warm and cozy.
Alex led her into the room and shut the door behind them before walking
over to one of the sofas, turning around, and falling straight back onto its plush
surface. He’d had a very long day. Laughing, Shannon playfully pushed his feet off
the sofa, almost knocking him to the floor.
“Shoes off,” she grinned, pointing to a sign on one of the nearby tables
before sitting down next to him. He laughed while removing his boots and placing
them next to a table. She removed hers and placed them next to his. Her shoe size
was significantly smaller than his. The room’s floor was covered in a plush gray
carpet that felt very good and warm beneath their socked feet.
The two sat and talked about many things for about an hour or so before
sleep finally began to overtake them. By this time, Shannon was leaning with her
head against his shoulder. Alex could tell that she was very tired. There was just one
more question that he needed to ask.
“So, what was number three?” he inquired casually.
The girl looked up at him with a clearly puzzled expression. “What?” she
asked groggily, turning towards him.
“In the meeting, you said that there were three reasons that you were
volunteering for this mission. You only named two. What was the third one?” he
rephrased the question.
Removing her head from his shoulder, Shannon sat up straight and looked at
him thoughtfully. She had completely forgotten about that. She could tell from the
way that he was looking at her with his handsome dark brown eyes that he really
was curious to know the answer. She might as well give him one.
“Woman’s secret,” she smiled. He looked at her with a puzzled expression
that was so cute she could hardly refrain from laughing. Suddenly, without
warning, she leaned over and kissed him lightly.
For one brief moment time seemed to stand completely still. She hadn’t
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even realized what she had done until it was too late. Her first instinct was to pull
away from him so she broke contact. But as she started to back away she felt his
hand gently caress her left cheek and continue to the back of her neck. Opening her
eyes, she gazed deep into his. There would be no running this time.
She just stared back at him, unsure of what to do or say. A mixture of
emotions tore through her being as a shiver of nervousness ran down her spine.
Then, as suddenly as it had come, the nervousness passed, leaving her with a
burning feeling of passion the likes of which she had never felt before. Unable to
resist her urges, she finally gave into them and let herself fall freely into his arms
while leaning forward and kissing him passionately on the lips. He eagerly returned
it.
Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled the girl closer to him as she turned
her sensuous body and slowly started to work her way on top of him while placing
her left arm around his neck and trailing her right arm down his chest. Caught in a
rather awkward sitting poison with his feet off of the sofa, Alex brought them up
and lay on his back as she crawled on top of him and entwined her legs with his.
Feeling her gentle caress, he slowly trailed his left hand over the right side
of her waist and hip and up her body, carefully feeling every line and curve beneath
her thin white T-shirt until his hand came in contact with the one she had resting on
his chest. Their fingers locked and their kiss deepened as their passion continued to
grow.
Shannon moaned softly as her lungs began screaming for much needed
air, but she couldn’t break away. This moment was unlike anything she had ever
experienced before in her life. Her heart raced with anticipation as the feelings inside
of her continued to well up into an overflowing spring of passion and ecstasy that she
couldn’t contain. For some reason, while it was exciting and unexpected, it almost
seemed that this particular moment in time was meant just for them to experience.
Alex had to agree. Pulling her even closer, his passion increased. Just then, Shannon
slowly pulled herself away from him. Alex looked at her with a slightly troubled
expression. Had he done something wrong? “Company,” she whispered discreetly
into his ear before glancing at the door which they had entered.
A few seconds later, Alex heard voices. Lifting himself up on his elbows,
he peered over the back of the sofa. The voice was coming closer. Shannon situated
herself in a not-so-obvious position on his lap and stared at the door with him.
They were both hoping that this was a false alarm. It would be a shame if they were
interrupted, especially at a time like this.
“Come on, go away. You don’t want to come in here, just leave and go home
or go get some coffee or something,” Alex pleaded to the unknown person beyond
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the door as though his words could will him away. Shannon giggled, but actually
she was thinking the exact same thing.
“I’m beat, man, I’ve been working since six a.m.! I’ve gotta catch some Z’s.
Just come wake me up in a few hours, ok?” the voice of one of the kitchen staff
called from behind the door. Alex watched as the handle began to turn.
“Awww, don’t open the door! Go away, you’re not supposed to be sleeping
on duty anyway!” he whispered. His plea drew even more laughter from the
beautiful girl lying on his lap. He sounded so desperate. Just then, much to their
disappointment, the door cracked open.
“Party’s over,” Shannon groaned sorrowfully while leaning over and once
again kissing him sweetly on the lips. It looked like they would have to continue
this later.
“Remind me to write this clown up for sleeping on duty,” Alex swore under
his breath as the door opened fully and a very tired looking chef entered the room.
It was Hank. Alex wasn’t surprised.
“Oh, hey, Alex,” the older man started, noticing him as he entered the room.
Shannon was now lying innocently in his lap with Alex’s arms around her waist.
“Hey Hank, um… shouldn’t you be working?” Alex hinted bluntly before
Shannon elbowed him sharply in the ribs. The man looked beat and didn’t take any
notice.
“Come on, man, give me a break! I’ve been on this damn shift since dawn. I
haven’t gotten any sleep and my legs are killing me. I’m not as young as I used to be
anymore, you know?” The old chef continued to complain while plopping himself
down in one of the cozy sofas across the table.
Well, there goes the farm, Shannon thought to herself, slightly irritated. She
was on the verge of using her telepathy to leave him a quick `GET OUT!` message,
but reluctantly decided against it.
“And who’s your lady friend? Haven’t seen her here before, must be a new
face,” the man started eying Shannon curiously until his eyes fixed on her chest.
She pretended not to notice.
“You could say that,” Alex replied before quickly changing the subject. “So
is everything ready for tomorrow?”
The older man immediately started complaining about the entire situation,
all the while relaxing himself further into his chair. This was going to be a long
discussion. Alex liked Hank… on some days, but he and everyone else knew that
once he got started telling a story or got into one of his griping moods, nothing short
of a plasma burst to the mouth would stop him. Alex found himself wishing that
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something in the kitchen would catch on fire so that the older man would have no
choice but to leave them in peace. It didn’t happen.
Hank continued to ramble on about this and that for at least a full hour
before finally talking himself to sleep. Thank God that was over. Looking down,
Alex noticed that Shannon was sleeping. She had drifted off halfway into the older
man’s story and now lay breathing softly with her body snuggled warmly and
comfortable on top of his and her head resting on his chest.
She looked so cute just laying there that he didn’t have the heart to disturb
her, besides, it was already early in the morning. They’d both need all of the sleep
that they could get before daybreak. Pulling the girl closer and adjusting himself
into a more comfortable position, Alex closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.
The next morning was a hectic one. Alex and Shannon had both woken up
at about the same time. At some point during their slumber, Hank had awoken and
gone back to work, but not before leaving them with a small going-away present.
Alex had awoken to find a small gray blanket covering them. Hank wasn’t a bad
guy, just a little over talkative at times. Shannon was still sleeping comfortably on
top of him and under the blanket when he had woken up. Her arms held onto him
snugly. Feeling him stirring about, she also woke up and looked at him groggily.
“It’s time,” Alex said reluctantly. The girl pulled the blanket more snugly
around them both and hugged him tightly beneath it.
“Just five more minutes,” she yawned while stretching her back and leaning
forward to kiss him.
“Ok,” Alex agreed, sliding further under the blanket with her and kissing her
lips softly. The temptation to just roll over and go back to sleep was overwhelming,
but eventually they had to get up and begin the day. After a few more minutes, they
both grudgingly managed to pry themselves from the warm and cozy sofa on which
they had spent the morning and began the long day.
Eating a very light breakfast in the cafeteria, Alex and Shannon stopped by
her quarters so that she could change clothes and grab her gear. Dutch and Naomi
were nowhere to be found. Alex had brought his gear along with him and was
waiting for her impatiently outside of the room.
After she changed, they hastily went to Octagon’s East Gate hangar. That
was where he had instructed the rest of the strike team to assemble during their
briefing the night before. He hoped that no one would be late. They would be
leaving very shortly. Shannon traveled silently beside him. Very few words passed
between them as the weight of the task at hand slowly began to settle on them both.
For all they knew, this could be the last chance they had to be together. They hoped
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that it wouldn’t be.
Reaching the hangar bay, they found that most of the strike team was
already assembled. Only a few more members remained to arrive. Searching the
group, Shannon spotted Dutch and Naomi waiting for them. They both seemed to
be in extremely good spirits for some reason. Alex couldn’t imagine why. Shannon
waved to them heartily as she and Alex walked over to join them. She didn’t have to
look twice at either of them to know that they had spent one hell of a night together
in Naomi’s room.
“Hey, what happened to you two last night?” Naomi asked curiously,
jumping down and placing her hands on her small hips expectantly. She was hoping
to hear a juicy bit of news.
“Yeah, we woke up and you two were nowhere to be found,” Dutch added,
feigning innocence the best he could given the circumstances. He wasn’t wearing
his battle armor yet.
“We weren’t tired so we just went for coffee last night and hung out at the
cafeteria. Fell asleep in the lounge,” Alex answered curtly. He didn’t want to get
into any details about what had happened between them last night. “So you guys
sure you’re ready for this?” He changed the subject.
“Ready as we’ll ever be I suppose,” Dutch replied, looking at him seriously
before giving Naomi a quick glance. He had spent half of the night trying to talk her
out of joining the mission, but she would have none of it. Alex could tell that her
volunteering for the mission still bothered him greatly. He hoped that it wouldn’t
cause him to lose his focus. Glancing at Shannon, he felt that maybe the same could
be said for himself. He would definitely have to stay on top of things if they planned
on completing their mission and making it back home in one piece.
“Yo, Alex!” a voice called from behind them. It was Ryan. He was now on
crutches and his left thigh was bandaged tightly. He hated the fact that he wouldn’t
be joining Alex on this mission. They were very good friends and they had always
ridden together. For some reason, the thought of not being able to go with him on
this mission bothered him greatly because when he looked at his friend, he got an
eerie and almost frightening feeling that this would be the last time they’d ever
meet.
“Hey, Ryan, how you feelin’?” Alex asked, turning to face him.
“I’m doing ok, leg should be healed in a few days,” Ryan replied with a
downcast expression on his face. Alex could tell that he was feeling a lot more
serious than usual. “Sorry I can’t come with you,” he added sadly.
“No, you’re not, you liar,” Alex said, walking over to him and placing his
arm on his shoulder. Although he wouldn’t admit it, he was a little glad that Ryan
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had been injured yesterday before the mission briefing. If he hadn’t been and he had
found out about what Octagon was planning, he would have been the first one to
sign up for it. Alex was glad that he couldn’t make that choice now.
He and Ryan were like brothers. He had no desire to place his friend in any
more danger, especially not something as dangerous as this. Looking at it from that
perspective, his leg injury was the luckiest thing that could have happened to him
right now. Hopefully he would realize that too eventually. Ryan looked at him with
serious eyes before forcing himself to smile.
“You’re right, I was just trying to make you feel better by sounding all loyal
and shit,” he laughed casually before becoming serious again. “Just wanted to stop
by before you left. Take care or yourself out there ok, bro?” he said, pulling Alex
closer and embracing him.
Alex had never seen him act this way before. It worried him, but he returned
the embrace nonetheless. Maybe Ryan already knew something that he didn’t, or at
least didn’t want to admit. “I will,” he promised before noticing that everyone was
looking at them.
“Now get off of me, you gay bastard, you’re making me nervous. I always
knew something was up with you, always wanting to come over and spend the night
at my house and all! Don’t get me wrong, it’s cool, but you know I don’t swing that
way, right?” Alex joked, pushing him away. Much to his surprise, there were slight
traces of tears in his friend’s eyes. He could tell that the other man really didn’t
want him to go on this particular mission. He had a bad feeling about it. They all
did. Ryan quickly wiped his face.
“Something wrong with me, huh? That’s not what your mother would say!”
Ryan quipped as quickly as he could before Alex punched him lightly in the ribs.
“We’ll see about that when I get back. Just hurry up and get that leg of
yours fixed so I can kick your ass for talking shit about my mom.” Alex smiled
reassuringly.
“In your dreams, bitch,” Ryan countered with a laugh. “Ok, well I guess I’d
better get going. I’ve got watch in a few minutes. Just wanted to see you off, that’s
all. Hey you guys, take care of my buddy out there, ok? Make sure he doesn’t get
himself into any trouble, will ya?” he addressed the rest of the group before locking
eyes with Shannon. It seemed as though he was speaking more to her than to the
others for some reason.
“Will do,” Naomi promised while giving him a cute and perky salute.
He couldn’t resist laughing. “You take of yourself too,” he told her. “See
you when you get back,” he said before turning and hobbling off on his crutches.
Alex stood there and watched him leave. Suddenly a feeling of sorrow and
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nostalgia began to creep upon him. He and Ryan had been friends for life. Was this
the last time they would ever meet?
“You ok?” Shannon whispered to him while walking up to him and grasping
his hand gently.
“Fine,” he lied, turning to face her. She could see right through him.
“Don’t worry, you’ll see him again when this is over. He’ll still be here
when we get back,” she said softly. That was if they got back. At any rate, there was
only one thing to do for now. That was to proceed with the plan and to do what they
were gathered here to do. The time for them to leave had finally arrived.
Looking around, Alex noticed that his father was nowhere to be found. He
knew that the major was just as busy as he was making preparations for the mission.
He was planning, coordinating, and doing everything in his power to oversee this
mission and give Alex and his team a chance to succeed come back home. That was
why he wasn’t here right now. Well, at least that was one of the reasons.
He and his father had spent a large amount of time together the night before.
While Alex was in the process of finishing his assignment of gathering the strike
team, the major had called him for a special meeting back at the apartment in which
they lived.
The meeting turned out to be a father and son dinner. He knew that Alex was
working hard but wanted to take time to see him and talk to him. They had some
very important things to discuss before he left Octagon the next day. Things that
maybe they wouldn’t get another chance to say to one another. That was why he had
been late in meeting Shannon the previous night.
Alex always knew how the major felt about him. The older man really did
love him a lot. The major had been married at one time, but his wife had passed
away many years ago and he had never had children of his own, so for him Alex
was his only family. However, being a gruff man, the major had always had a hard
time really expressing his feelings when it came to personal matters so he had never
really actually told Alex how he felt before. They both just kind of knew how each
other felt without ever having to say the words. But last night had been different.
During their dinner, for the first time since they had been together, the major
told Alex how much he really cared about him, how thankful he was to have met
him, and how proud he was to have Alex as his son and to have been a part of his
life. He also told him how sorry he was for the way things had worked out.
His real wish was for Alex to not have to fight at all; for him to live in a
peaceful world without fear, or hate. He wanted him to be safe, to be happy, and to
lead a peaceful life without the Shi’aki always at his back or in his dreams.
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Unfortunately, life didn’t always work out as he hoped and because of Alex’s
unusual and extraordinary gifts, he was one of the only things standing between the
Shi’aki and mankind’s right to live freely. That was why Alex had to go. The fate
of the world was literally in his hands, but knowing this didn’t make the task of
sending him to the front lines any easier for the older man.
The two men sat and talked for a few hours about a great many things
before the major had to leave him to return back to work. Alex knew that unless he
survived this mission, this would be their last meeting. No matter how loving and
sincere a father he had been to him, Alex knew that if there was one thing the major
could never allow, it was for his son to see him cry. It was best to leave things that
way for now, at least until he returned. He swore that he would. There was no way
that he intended to let the Shi’aki get the best of him.
Snapping out of his trance, Alex once again glanced around the hangar.
It was full of very strong men dressed in desert camouflage and carrying a small
assortment of weaponry. They all looked severely under equipped considering the
task at hand. He quickly took a head count.
Twenty, he thought to himself remembering the number of volunteers he
had recruited for the mission. That made twenty-four in all including Naomi, Dutch,
Shannon, and himself. There should have been twenty-five members. They were
missing one.
“Is your team all set?” a voice called from directly behind him. Turning
around he saw Vince standing not two feet away from him with his arms casually
crossed in front of his chest. As usual, he was wearing a black utility vest black
under his desert camouflage parka and there was a variety of weapons strapped all
over his body. Alex had no idea where he had come from. The others had no clue
either. He tried his best not to show how startled he was. Shannon and the others
moved out of his way as he approached Alex.
“What took you so long? You ready to move?” Alex asked, looking at him
directly. Vince nodded in compliance. Alex could see that he was naturally a man
of very few words.
“The major?” Vince inquired as to the older man’s whereabouts. He had
hoped to be able to see him before they left.
“He’s not coming. He has other business to attend to. Is it important?” Alex
asked, trying not to sound a little depressed that his father wasn’t there to see him
off.
“No,” Vince answered, he looking away from Alex and at the group of men
waiting in the hangar. They were anxious to get moving. He couldn’t blame them.
He didn’t like waiting either.
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“All right then,” Alex said, turning to the group of men. “Yo! Everyone
gather around!” he called to them. They all complied. “Ok, listen up, you know what
we’ve got to do. This isn’t a game, and there’s a very large chance that whoever
goes out there won’t be coming back. So if any of you are having second thoughts
about doing this, I suggest you leave right now. No one will try to stop you,” Alex
declared boldly while looking at each of the twenty men sternly while waiting for
a response. Shannon watched as he spoke. For a brief moment, he almost sounded
like his father. No one said a word. The hangar remained silent for a few seconds.
Alex relaxed a bit.
“I guess it’s set then. Let go get this done,” he declared before turning
to Vince and assigning him his position. “You’re the scout so you’re in the lead,
Shannon and I will follow you. She knows the area we’re heading to so we’ll stick
to her route once we get to the north of the area,” he instructed. Vince understood.
Giving Shannon a quick nod, he turned and walked towards the hangar’s exit.
“Naomi, you’re our comms and sensory technician, which means you’ll be
in the middle of the group,” he continued, turning his attention to her. He didn’t
want to admit that he was just sticking her there because it was the safest place he
could find. The trip was going to be dangerous as it was, but at least if she was in
the middle of the group, that would give her a little more cover because she would
be surrounded by big, bulky guys twice her size. That was the best thing for her. She
seemed not to care and just gave him a Vince-style silent nod. He could see that she
was beginning to take a liking to the other man’s silent coolness.
“Tin Man, you’ve got the rear. Try to keep everyone in line and make sure
they don’t do anything stupid,” he smiled to his friend, who had just powered up
into his battle armor.
“I know, I get the ass end of everything, as usual,” Dutch complained. But
he knew exactly why he had been assigned that position. It was for three reasons.
One, he was strong and could provide one hell of a defense if they were ambushed
from behind. Two, his shields could protect them in a pinch, and three, he could
keep an eye on Naomi to make sure nothing happened to her along the way. He was
cool with that. Alex quickly finished assigning everyone their positions.
“Once we’re outside of the grid, I want complete radio silence. No comms
of any kind. We’ve only got one shot at this so keep it tight and keep it quiet. Let’s
all try to make it back in one piece. All right then, let’s move,” he commanded,
tossing his small utility pack onto his shoulders and helping Shannon with hers
before turning and leading the team to the outside of the hangar bay where Vince
was waiting for them.
These guys moved way too slowly for his taste. He hoped the major’s trust
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in their abilities was well earned or else this was going to be a very short trip. He
quietly turned and led the group out of the gate.
The major stood watching the group leave from his office in the Tech
Center. He knew that he should have been there to see them off, but something
inside of him wouldn’t allow it. His only thoughts at the moment were of Alex. He
knew his son very well and he trusted his strength and abilities. He hoped that when
this was all over, he would be able to tell him what a good job he had done and how
proud he was of him face-to-face. But for now the only things to do were wait and
pray. He would.
Sensing something, Alex turned around at the gate and stared at the Tech
Center. He knew his father was there watching him leave although he couldn’t see
him. Stopping briefly, he gave the older man a casual, ‘See you later’ hand salute.
The major returned it. Having said his final good-bye, Alex left. This would be the
last time he would ever see home.

CHAPTER 9

Death from Above
The team left Octagon and headed west towards the outer grid. Once
outside of the grid, they turned and headed north past Sector 20 and out into Sector
23. Area 41 was located to the south of that sector, but as they planned to enter the
area from the north so as to hopefully avoid security, that meant that they had to
travel though the entire sector.
It would take them more than a day to reach the area by foot and as usual,
the sun was high and hot so they would have to be careful not to deplete their water
rations. Fortunately, they had small condensers and water purifying equipment with
them for emergency usage in case they ran out on the way to the area, but Alex
hoped that it wouldn’t come to that. While some of the more hardcore guys in the
team probably wouldn’t mind drinking recycled and purified urine, he was sure that
the girls wouldn’t take too kindly to the idea of drinking someone else’s piss, no
matter how clean it was.
As agreed, Vince scouted ahead of the group while they progressed. He
obviously preferred it that way and didn’t like being with the rest of the group. Not
that Alex could blame him. While Vince’s job was certainly the most treacherous in
some ways, it was also the safest in others. A Shi’aki patrol would most definitely
spot a slow-moving troop of twenty-four people a lot easier than just one lone
scout. That, in essence, made him and his team prime candidates for an ambush.
When viewed from that perspective, Vince’s job didn’t seem to be that bad.
Alex could see that Vince was indeed a professional at this particular kind
of work. The way he moved and the signals that he used to notify them gave it
away. He stayed well ahead of them and used natural markings such as a branch of
grass root underneath a stone and pointing in a certain direction to let him and the
rest of the group know in which direction he had headed. They very rarely saw him
unless he was signaling for them to stop until he was sure an area was clean. This
happened on just a few occasions. Once this was done, he would signal for them to
continue and disappear over the next sand dune.
Trudging along, Alex remembered what his father had told him about Vince
during their long dinner the night before and exactly how they had met. The major
had been able to tell from the start that Alex didn’t really trust Vince at all. That was
why he felt the need to explain things to him more clearly. According to the major,
Alex should be thankful to Vince because if it weren’t for him, the major wouldn’t
have been talking to him at all last night.
378

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

379

The major had always been somewhat set on uniting Octagon with the rogue
forces throughout the area and had previously devoted a lot of time to it. The rogues
were a ragtag bunch of rebels with very little to offer in the departments of skill,
equipment, technology or even brains for that matter.
On the other hand, while Octagon was the best equipped, most organized
and skilled group in the area when it came to dealing with the Shi’aki, what they
lacked was manpower because there was a significantly fewer amount of people
living inside of the grid as opposed to the areas beyond it. While the rogues might
have been stupid and unorganized, what they lacked in brains and everything else,
they made up for in sheer numbers.
It was the major’s idea to try bringing the various rogue groups together into
one unified group, combining their numbers with Octagon’s to form a very large
underground network to fight against the Shi’aki. It was his belief that the only way
mankind could ever really hope to defeat the Shi’aki was to work together as a team
to fight against them.
That being the case, Octagon would provide the rogues with the supplies,
food, equipment and training they needed to fight the Shi’aki. And in return, the
rogues would join with Octagon in order to help it expand its network to areas
far beyond the grid and would provide them with intel and information as to the
Shi’aki’s activities beyond the Outer Rim. It was a very commonsense plan.
Of course common sense was something that most rogue group leaders
lacked completely. Most of them were only concerned with looking after their own
small community rather than addressing the global issue, and that was the main
source of their problems.
The major had tried to negotiate with them many times with very
moderate success. While he had in fact managed to gain support from a few of the
major rogue groups who were now working with Octagon, it wasn’t nearly enough
to supplement a full fighting force capable of taking on the Shi’aki. Their numbers
were still too small. The major had spent a lot of time and effort trying to gain more
support from the other rogue groups through diplomatic meetings and trips to their
camps outside of the grid. It was during one of these diplomatic meetings that he
met Vince for the first time.
He and two of his escorts had gone to meet with a local rogue leader
somewhere out in Sector 16. As usual, the negotiations weren’t going as well as he
had hoped they would. This rogue leader, like most, was stubborn and hardheaded.
He argued that by allowing his group to join with Octagon, that would only succeed
in making them a bigger target for the Shi’aki. That was true to a point. The rogue
leader had no wish to place the people under his command at a higher risk with the
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Shi’aki than was absolutely neccessary.
Feeling dejected, the major and his escorts started to leave. That was when
all hell broke loose. At that second, a group of Shi’aki TPC’s entered the rogue
hideout and immediately began laying the place to waste with high-powered laser
cannons. That was when the major finally realized exactly how unorganized the
rogues really were!
People were scattering everywhere and the entire place was a mass of panic
and confusion. He had no idea how their security had managed to miss five heavily
armed cyborges walking into their midst. If this had been Octagon, they wouldn’t
have even made it past the first checkpoint. Of course it was a little too late to be
considering all of that then.
The major and his two escorts found themselves diving over a table to avoid
being shot to pieces by the five intruders. The rogue leader was cowering right
beside them with terror-stricken eyes. The major could see that this was his first
taste of real combat and he was scared shitless.
Some leader, the major thought to himself in frustration. He would be of
little use to them in this fight. The TPCs continued to wreak havoc throughout the
room, blasting everything in sight as the body count continued to rise.
Pulling his blaster, the major peered around the corner of the table. He
was looking for an exit. Fortunately, this particular rogue hideout was located in a
small underground cave. That was probably the only thing that had prevented the
TPCs from destroying them in one of their standard bombing runs. However, on the
flipside of the coin, there was only one way out of that particular rat hole, and that
was through the exact same entrance the TPCs had just come through.
That meant that unless they could come up with a very good plan or find
another exit out of there, they were trapped. At the rate the TPCs were disposing of
everything in sight, it wouldn’t be long until they were next on the list. The TPCs
were very thorough exterminators; it was what they were programmed to do. With
no way out, the major was beginning to doubt that he would ever see home again.
That was when Vince showed up.
The major watched in disbelief as a man fearlessly jumped from a threestory overhang directly into the middle of the group of TPCs while pulling two sai
daggers from his back on the way down. Three of the cyborges were down by the
time his feet hit the ground, the other two were still functional and set on kill. The
man quickly dispatched the remaining two with surprising ease before finishing off
the other three with point blank shots to the head from one of the blasters strapped
to his hip. The fight was over in less than ten seconds.
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The major slowly stood up to face the man, who had replaced his guns and
was now turning to leave the scene. He had never seen anyone like him before.
Without so much as a word, the man retreated to his upstairs bedroom, closing the
door behind him.
The major quickly turned on to the rogue leader and asked him about the
man he had just seen. The leader told the major that his youngest daughter had gone
missing a few days ago somewhere in the sector. She was very curious and strongwilled and had a habit of sneaking out of the hideout when no one was looking,
despite her father’s warnings.
When she didn’t come back one day and they couldn’t find her, they figured
that she had been captured by the Shi’aki and gave up the search. A few hours later,
Vince appeared carrying the young girl in his arms.
Having returned the girl safely to her home, he immediately turned around
and left without waiting for so much as a thank you. The rogues were naturally
curious as to how he had found their location, but they were more relieved to find
that the girl had been returned to them safe and sound.
They all listened intently as she told them about how she had been cornered
by a group of seven rovers while playing outside in the desert when a strange blackclothed man came to her aid. She told them that he had single-handedly disposed
of six of the rovers before taking a laser blast to the back while shielding her from
one of their attacks. Destroying the last of them, he asked her where she lived and
brought her back home. He had seemed to be all right during their trip back to the
hideout, but she was still worried about his injuries.
Hearing her tale, the rogue leader sent out a search crew to look for the man.
He wanted to personally thank him for returning his daughter to him. Half a day
later the search party returned with Vince in tow. They said that they had found him
laying face down and almost completely buried by sand ten miles away, close to the
boarder of Sectors 21 and 23. There was a large blaster wound in the middle of his
back. Surprisingly, he was still alive.
The search party immediately brought him back to the hideout where the
rogues began to care for him and look after his wounds. That was two days ago. He
had been with them ever since. Vince had been upstairs recovering from his wounds
when the TPCs stormed the hideout.
The major was no fool. He knew that part of the reason that the rogues had
brought him back here was because they hoped to recruit him. He would be a very
strong addition to their cause if they could convince him to join them. The major
didn’t intend on giving them the chance.
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Minutes later, Vince, now fully clothed and armed with all of his belongings,
left the room and headed towards the door. While the rogue hideout was a nice place
to visit, he had no wish to stay there. He really didn’t even remember how he had
gotten back there, but judging from the bandages on his chest and back, he assumed
that some of the rogues had found him after he passed out on his way into Sector 20
and carried him back there. He estimated that he had been out of it for about a day
and a half. That meant that he was now behind schedule and would need to make
up for lost time.
Mistaking the major for another rogue, Vince ignored him and continued on
his way. The older man had a hell of a time trying to talk to him. It wasn’t until the
major mentioned the words ‘spy network’ and ‘satellite system’ that Vince seemed
to become moderately interested in the conversation. Of course he had heard of
Octagon before, but he had always just thought of them as just another rogue group.
Hearing about the technology the major claimed to have at his disposal for tracking
the Shi’aki and their supply routes caused his ears to perk.
During their one-sided conversation, the major managed to pry very little
personal information from Vince at all but feeling that his sales pitch was working,
the major continued to talk with him. It never really dawned on him exactly who he
was talking to until Vince vaguely mentioned something about a hidden base he’d
just destroyed out in Sector 38 a few days prior.
The major quickly recalled the report from the recon team he had sent
there to investigate the site after the base had been destroyed. As usual, very little
evidence remained, but they could tell that there had been a base of some kind out
there. The place had been completely leveled in much the same manner as some
266 other Shi’aki installations that had mysteriously gone missing throughout the
northern region in the past eight years.
The major recalled how quickly and easily Vince had taken out the TPCs
in the rogue hideout. That was when he began to suspect that maybe the Black
Phoenix rumors he had heard about for the past four years weren’t completely off
the mark. If that was the case, and this guy was who the major was beginning to
think he was, then there was no way he was going to let him walk out of here without
making a deal of some kind with him to keep him on Octagon’s side. Receiving
a small and somewhat unsettling glance from Vince when he casually passed the
codename through his lips, the major knew that his assumption was correct.
Finding that Vince had an interest in Octagon’s technology for tracking
the Shi’aki, the major used that as his trump card to lure him into working with
Octagon on a freelance basis. He had been with them ever since. The major had met
with him many times in secret beyond the grid over the past two years to exchange
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news and information as to what the Shi’aki were up to. Vince had always brought
him exactly what he needed and had always held up his end of their deal. That was
why the major trusted him so much.
He told Alex that if there was anyone in the world he could rely on for this
mission, it was Vince. He had trusted him with his life, reputation, and the lives of
his men on many different occasions and Vince had never once let him down. That
was why he had chosen him for this mission. He trusted that Alex would find him
just as useful. He requested that his son respect his judgment just this once. Alex
agreed, although he still had his suspicions.
The team continued to make their way through the desert and into Sector 23
as the day wore on.
They reached Area 41 late in the evening on the second day of their journey.
They had stopped to rest during the night in the ruins of a small city Vince had
found while scouting ahead in Sector 23. Very little remained of it by the time they
got there and they could tell that it had been abandoned for many years. It was a
good place to lay low for the night.
The desert had gone from scorching hot to freezing cold during their trip.
However, Alex had forbidden them from making a fire because it might alert any
roving sentries to their presence. Everyone in the group was too tired from walking
to argue. Huddling together, the men used body heat to stay warm for the night.
Seemingly unaffected by the cold, Vince returned to the camp having
scouting the area and setting up security markers around the perimeter. Completing
his task, he silently took a comfortable position on the walls of one of the shattered
buildings surrounding them. He would keep watch tonight.
Shannon watched Vince as he sat motionlessly on the wall. He ignored her
and continued to scan the area with his eyes. Due to his being forced to work in
the dimly lit myrillium mines as a child, he had developed excellent night vision.
Shannon continued to stare at him. Though he had done most of the running around
that day while he was scouting ahead of the others, he didn’t seem to be tired in any
sense of the word. She wondered where he got all of his stamina.
“You cold?” Alex asked, walking up next to her.
“No, well maybe a little,” Shannon admitted with a smile.
“Take this,” Alex instructed, handing her his parka. She was going to object
when he stopped her.
“It’s ok, I can keep myself warm. Internal heating,” he explained with a
smile. She had never really thought of that before, but it made sense considering his
powers. Of course that also explained the warm feeling she got whenever she was
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around him to a point. “Doesn’t work that well in extreme cold though,” he added,
recalling one of his previous assignments in the far north in which he had almost
frozen to death because he had forgotten to pack his snow gear.
“Thanks,” Shannon said taking the parka before looking into his dark brown
eyes.
“You look tired, better get some sleep,” he recommended, fighting to keep
himself focused on their mission while gently removing a strand of hair from in
front of her deep blue eyes.
“You and Naomi can use my sleeping bag. That should keep the both of
you warm. Dutch and I are going to take turns on watch so I’m letting him get
some sleep right now. Vince is out scouting the area to make sure we don’t run into
any unsuspected surprises on our way to the area tomorrow. He should be back
soon,” he continued, completely unaware that Vince was listening to their entire
conversation. Shannon didn’t inform him but instead leaned forward and kissed
him lightly on the lips.
“Be careful. Wake me up if you need anything, ok?” she said, rubbing his
cheek sweetly while gazed into his eyes.
“I will,” he promised. “You just keep an eye on Naomi tonight and make
sure none of the guys tries to make it into the sack with her,” Alex joked.
“I thought they were your good boys,” she frowned, poking him playfully
between the eyes.
“I said they were good soldiers. Not good boys,” he laughed, blocking her
hand upwards and poking her in the ribs. “Just because they’re good in combat
doesn’t mean that I trust them,” he added seriously. She could see where he was
coming from. “At least I know that they have enough sense not to mess with
you,” he added with a grin. They both laughed. “Get some sleep,” he instructed,
releasing her hand and pointing towards the small building in which the others were
sleeping.
“Right, good night,” Shannon agreed, turning and walking into the building.
She would see him again in the morning. Alex turned and scanned the area with his
eyes. Noticing a dark silhouette perched comfortably on top of a nearby wall, he
looked up to see Vince staring out into the distance. He had no clue how long he had
been there. Sensing his presence, Vince turned to face him.
“How’s it look?” Alex called to him, still trying to figure out exactly where
the hell he had come from and when. He could tell that Vince had a natural habit of
scaring the shit out of people.
“All clear for now. I set up some security markers around the perimeter just
in case,” Vince replied, giving him a thumbs-up. Alex was impressed. He hadn’t
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even thought about setting up security markers. That would definitely allow him
and the rest of the group to sleep a lot easier tonight.
“Thanks. You must be tired so be sure to get some sleep tonight, ok?” Alex
instructed. Vince gave him the usual silent nod and continued his watch. He would
be there all night. Alex stared at him briefly before turning and walking towards his
own watch post. He still didn’t know what to think of the new guy.
While his instincts were beginning to tell him that he could be trusted,
something else inside of him resisted the idea. He didn’t know what it was, but he
was beginning to think that maybe it was his pride.
He had always been the best at Octagon when it came to dealing with the
Shi’aki, but if what his father told him about Vince was true, then that might not
be the case anymore. That idea bothered him slightly. At any rate, he still couldn’t
bring himself to trust the mysterious man completely so he would continue to
observe him until he proved that he could be trusted.
Vince continued to sit on the wall until long into the night. He had been
there sitting in the same position for almost six hours when he felt someone
approaching him from behind. It was Shannon.
“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked unexpectedly without looking at her. His tone
was very calm and almost friendly.
“Not really. What about you? Shouldn’t you be resting? We’ve got a big day
tomorrow,” she asked, joining him at the wall.
“I’m good,” Vince replied matter-of-factly. He could tell that the girl had
many things she wanted to ask him.
“Hey, about what you did back there in Sector 28. Never got a chance to
thank you,” she began.
“Don’t mention it,” Vince accepted while continuing to scan the area in
front of him.
“How did you know we were in trouble?” Shannon asked somewhat timidly.
She was beginning to get the impression that for some reason, he had been there
specifically to look after them just in case they got into trouble. She wondered if she
was right.
“I didn’t, at least not until I saw you,” Vince declared much to her
surprise.
“But you were watching us before then, weren’t you?” Shannon pressed. He
didn’t respond to the question, which meant that her suspicions were correct. It was
him that she had been sensing before the ambush. “So why did you help us?” she
continued, hoping that he would give her the answers she was looking for.
“You’re telepathic, aren’t you?” Vince asked her unexpectedly. She was
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a little flustered by the question, but not too much. She already suspected that he
knew about her abilities.
“You answer mine, I’ll answer yours,” she dared him. He looked down at
her with a slightly amused smile. She smiled back at him expectantly. It was a fair
trade.
“You guys were in my way. I was going to try to figure out what that pod
was in the room so I could see what the Shi’aki were up to when you came barging
in,” Vince answered frankly.
“So in other words, once you figured out that we weren’t with the Shi’aki,
you came to the conclusion that we were after the same thing you were so you
decided to just stay wherever you were and watch to see what we could find out
about it without having to expose yourself. Smart.” Shannon complimented him
on his cunning. Vince didn’t respond, but he had to admit that he was impressed
with how quickly she had managed to piece things together. “Do you know what it
was?” she asked, leaning up against the wall he was perched upon.
“Your turn to answer,” he reminded her.
Looking at him, she could already tell that he knew what her answer would
be. “Yes, I am. But you already knew that, didn’t you?” she admitted.
“Had a feeling,” Vince replied, returning his gaze to the desert beyond
before addressing her previous question.
“It was an energy processor of some kind. From what I’ve seen, normally
those are used to transform one type of energy into another, such as geothermal
energy to electrical and so forth, but I’ve never seen anything quite like that one
before, not that big. It seems to have a special purpose because it draws its charge
from plasma, radon, and ionic energy sources. It also seems to use some sort of
technology that causes allows it to draw energy from the Earth’s magnetic poles,
although I haven’t quite figured out how or why,” Vince relayed the information to
her.
Watching her expression it was obvious that she had absolutely no idea
what he had just said. Tech talk just wasn’t her thing. She looked at him with a very
cute lost expression. “Oh, I see,” she lied. “Is it dangerous? Do you think that it has
something to do with the Shi’aki’s new weapon?” she asked, almost certain of what
his answer would be.
Vince didn’t respond. The answer to that question was obvious. Nothing
that the Shi’aki developed was ever designed with the well being of humanity in
mind.
“You should get some more sleep. We only have a few more hours until
sunrise,” Vince advised her with a thoughtful glance. He was right, she was still
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tired from the long hike. She knew that he wasn’t intentionally brushing her off just
for the sake of doing so, just letting her know that she shouldn’t ask questions to
which she already knew the answer. She got the hint.
“You’re right, anyway, I just wanted to say thanks. I’ll see you later,” she
smiled, stretching herself in the moonlight before turning around and walking back
to the camp. She had gotten all of the answers she needed from him for one night
so she was satisfied. She was sure that they would talk again later.
Despite his hard and somewhat stern exterior, Vince was easy to talk to. He
didn’t really try to hide it; it was just in his nature not to show it. But after speaking
with him, she was certain that she could trust him. That was all that she needed to
know for now.
Returning to camp, she noticed that Naomi was still sleeping. Alex had just
gotten off watch a few hours earlier and was now snoozing cozily in a corner not
too far from where the girls were sleeping. Though she and Naomi were sharing the
same sleeping bag, she still felt a little cold. Tucking Naomi in to make sure she was
warm, she went over to where Alex was sleeping and lay down next to him. It was
as she had expected. His body was a lot warmer than the sleeping bag. His internal
body temperature had naturally adjusted itself to deal with the coldness of night.
Lifting his arm, she placed it over her waist while snuggling next to him.
She would sleep here for the next few hours. Feeling her body pressed next to his,
Alex stirred slightly and pulled her closer before returning to his slumber. After a
few minutes, she drifted off to sleep.
After a long and well-deserved rest, the team continued on their way the
next morning. Dutch had woken Alex and Shannon up a few minutes prior to
waking the others so that they could get everything ready to move. Once the rest of
the team had awoken and had a small breakfast, they moved out with Vince once
again taking the lead.
Having never been to Area 41 before, he returned every now and then to get
information from Shannon about what she had seen on her way into the area from
Sector 22 during her supply runs. He had to admit that out of all of the possible
routes he had scouted leading into the area so far, hers seemed to be the safest. The
closer they came to the area, the more rover activity he detected and the tighter
security became. The team’s progress became very slow and labored.
While traveling into the area Vince reported having spotted a small storage
facility of some kind. Shannon verified that it was the one she had told the major
about earlier. It was right where she told him that it would be. That completely
verified her story. But since the security around it would no doubt be much tighter
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than it had previously been before her capture, they decided to avoid that route and
head farther east along the ridge until they reached a small point along it where they
could hopefully descend more easily without being seen. Vince continued to guide
them errorlessly through the thick sand.
Dutch’s sensors had started to pick up on a very strong and steady energy
pattern to the west of their position. Locking on to it, he suggested that the team
head in that direction and try to follow the energy pattern to its source. Seeing
his point, Vince immediately began scouting ahead and leading the team in that
direction.
It was late evening before they reached their target, which was located in a
very low valley approximately about twelve miles south of where they had initially
entered the area from the north. The valley was surrounded by steep sand-covered
ridges that would be impossible for most land-based transports to traverse, making
Vince wonder how whatever was on the other side of the ridge managed to get
its supplies. Leaving the rest of the team behind, he headed over the ridge. A few
minutes later, he returned and signaled for the team to follow him.
“What’s up?” Alex began upon reaching the top of the ridge before
stopping dead in his tracks. Shannon and Dutch were right beside him. Shannon
stared blankly into the valley below unable to speak a word.
“Oh my God,” Naomi whispered, mirroring her thoughts. Just below
them and in broad daylight stood a very huge Shi’aki installation. This particular
complex was unlike anything that Alex had ever seen. It was so huge that it almost
completely covered the entire valley floor.
“Damn that thing is huge,” one of the men noted with gaping eyes. Alex and
Vince exchanged glances. They were both thinking the exact same thing.
“This has to be where the Shi’aki are hiding their secret new weapon. It’s
been right here under our noses the whole damn time, and we didn’t even have a
clue,” Alex whispered to him.
“It won’t be for much longer,” Vince assured him.
“Dutch, are you picking up anything in this valley?” Alex asked, turning to
his friend.
“I’m getting a mix of large-scale energy readings from the entire area, it’s
hard to distinguish between them,” Dutch answered.
“It’s probably because we’re in a natural plasma field. That’s why our sensors
and spy satellites couldn’t pick up on this place; too much interference. Scrambles
the signal and makes it impossible for us to get a visual lock on whatever’s here.
That’s why our satellites didn’t pick it up,” one of the soldiers assumed. He was
right. Alex was somewhat impressed by his apparent knowledge of the subject.
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“What’s that got to do with anything? Shouldn’t we be able to detect an
energy pattern this large and this close to the grid? I don’t see how anyone could
have missed it,” Naomi whispered from beside him. The man looked at her, realizing
that now was a prime opportunity to show off his keen intellect.
“So you’d think,” Dutch cut in immediately, stealing the man’s thunder.
“Natural plasma fields are a lot different than the ones we’re normally used to
tracking. They’re a lot denser and heavier and because they originate from the
Earth’s core, they run throughout the entire planet. They’re kind of like river veins
with the exception that they can shift depending on varying factors such as lunar
cycle and core stability, which makes them impossible to keep track of or distinguish
between one another. That being the case, we tend to filter them from our sensors,”
he began.
“An area with lower core stability will naturally have a higher plasma
concentration than others, resulting in these type of fields. Think of them as the
Earth’s way of trying to repair damage to itself. It uses raw plasma energy as a
temporary patch in order to prevent further core destabilization until it can produce
the correct amount of needed energy to fix itself.
“These fields also have the additional negative effect of completely draining
the energy from anything built on top of them. They absorb energy like a sponge
and try to convert it into the lost particles the Earth requires, which is why up till
now, I figured someone would have to be a complete idiot to even think of building
anything directly on top of one,” Dutch continued the science lesson.
“There have been theories that these type of fields may have either resulted
from or been affected by the Shi’aki’s counterattack during the Battle of Ephinox,
which blew a large hole in the Earth’s core, causing an imbalance of energies that
were hard for the planet recover from. They also theorize that the Earth’s failed
attempt at repairing that damage caused an unusual build of up sub-particle and
plasmic energy, resulting in the Great Catastrophe of 2971,” he finished his lengthy
history lecture.
Everyone just stared at him, wondering from where he’d managed to pull
all of that data. But at least now they had one reason as to why the base hadn’t
been detected via standard sensory equipment. The plasma field acted like a natural
energy cloak by absorbing unnecessary particle and heat emissions before they
could be detected. Unfortunately Octagon simply didn’t have the time or resources
to do random visual fly-bys or satellite sweeps of an area with no suspicious activity
because they were too busy tracking verifiable targets.
Ignoring the conversation, Alex was wondering what security inside of the
perimeter would be like. He had noticed that there was a lot of wildlife in this area
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so if the installation was rigged with hidden sensors, that probably meant that the
Shi’aki would have a lot of false security alarms whenever something happened to
find its way inside.
Reaching into a large pouch that he had been carrying under his parka, Vince
started to remove something with his left hand. “Get back,” he warned casually while
revealing a very long desert rattlesnake from it. Everyone in the group instinctively
scattered a few feet away from him. Alex found himself wondering how long Vince
had been keeping that thing.
Grasping a large branch of tumbleweed nearby, Vince quickly tied it around
the snake’s tail with a thin piece of twine. That would give the snake’s slender
frame enough volume to be detected as it made its way down the valley. Alex
finally began to see what Vince had in mind. If there were any sensor fields within,
that would definitely trigger them.
He had to hand it to Vince, if nothing else, the man was very resourceful.
Alex was baffled as to how he could have possibly anticipated this particular type
of scenario. He chalked it up to experience.
The snake didn’t appear to be too happy about being captured. Vince looked
it directly in the eyes for a brief moment until the reptile calmed down and stopped
struggling against his grasp. Relaxing his grip, he placed the snake softly on the
ground and pointed with his finger. Amazingly, the reptile seemed to understand.
Petting it lightly on the head, he watched it slither away across the desert sand and
over the edge of ridge. The only thing they could do now was wait.
Signaling for the others to stay behind him and out of view, Vince watched
as his emissary continued to slither its way down the ridge and towards the base’s
outer perimeter while scanning the area below for any sign of movement or an
alarm. Nothing happened, which meant that there were no sensor fields. The Shi’aki
were probably counting on the assumption that no one would ever make it this
far coming from the mercilessly arid and dry north. That gave his team a slight
advantage.
“It’s safe. Let’s move. Still daylight so keep your camouflage up. We’ll
have to crawl so as not to create shadows during our descent. Move slowly, single
file and follow my lead,” he whispered over his shoulder to Alex and the rest of the
team, who were anxiously waiting behind him. Alex wasn’t about to argue with
him. Looking to his team he made sure that they understood the instructions before
signaling to Vince that they were ready. Moving stealthily, Vince began to lead
them down into the valley.
Using the trail that his legless friend had blazed for them on its way down
the ridge, Vince and the rest of the team crawled slowly down the slope. The closer
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they came to the base, the larger it seemed to grow in size. Alex was wondering
exactly how long the place had been here. There was no way that it could have
been build recently. It looked to be pretty old. He was also wondering why Octagon
had never picked up on any transports coming to the area. Surely the base needed
supplies. He would get his answers soon enough.
Vince continued to lead them. He was right, the lower they descended into
the valley, the heavier security became. The team worked its way meticulously
down the sand-covered slopes. Everyone was crawling forward on their hands and
knees and using their sand-colored cloaks so as to blend into their surroundings as
they worked their way down the hill.
Vince had stopped them on more than a few occasions when he spotted
a sentry inside the perimeter facing their direction. When the coast was clear, he
continued to move. Everyone followed him in a single line being extremely careful
not to stray from the path he was making for them.
Naomi continued to inch her way forward. This was the hardest amount
of physical work she had ever done in her life. Her arms and knees hurt and there
was sand everywhere. It was getting in all the cracks. To make things worse, she
was sure that more than a few of the men behind her had been staring at her ass for
the past forty-five minutes as they worked their way towards the installation. She
wondered what was going on in their dirty little minds. The thought of kicking one
of them in the mouth had crossed her mind on more than a few occasions, but given
the current circumstances, she decided that it might not be a very good idea to do
so at the time.
Having finally made their way down to the bottom of the valley and close
to the base’s perimeter, which was a fifteen-foot high electrical fence probably
constructed to keep the roaming wildlife out.
While there was a considerable amount of security in the general area,
especially towards the south end, there were surprisingly few guards on patrol
outside of the complex. Most of the outer security consisted of rovers and sensory
equipment, which was very good for them. Since Dutch’s scramblers were now
working their magic, the team would be virtually invisible to any type of electronic
detection equipment. That meant that the rovers and the sensors wouldn’t be able to
see them.
Vince cautiously scouted the perimeter for an entry point. Looking at the
guards, he noticed that none of them were human. They were all Shi’aki soldiers.
That wasn’t good, and it meant that he would have to be extremely careful when
disposing of them, which was his first priority.
The Shi’aki were probably worried about a security leak or rebel
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uprising from their human subordinates if they were allowed to gain access to the
new weapon or find out design plans for it. Dogs though they may be, even the
Shi’aki loyalist had no desire to see their entire race wiped out by the hand of their
conquerors. However, that little patriotic fact wasn’t making Vince’s job any easier
at the moment.
The team continued to lay low outside of the perimeter for a few minutes as
Vince studied the guards and their patrol routes. Just then a small door located to the
east of their current position opened and two soldiers emerged from it. Observing
them closely, he waited patiently until another soldier approached the door from
the outside. Placing his hand on the panel beside it and looking directly ahead, the
soldier waited for the retinal and palm scan to be completed. The door quickly slid
open and the soldier stepped inside of the structure.
At first Vince thought about trying to use that exit to gain entry into the
base, but considering that he had no idea what was on the other side or what the
security would be like once they got in, there might not be any places for them to
hide if the need for them to do so arose. He finally decided against it. There had to
be another way. Looking up to the roof of the building where the two guards here
standing, he saw a large grate-covered ventilation shaft. That was their ticket.
“Wait here,” Vince advised while removing his sand-colored parka and
taking a long coil of rope from the inside it. Alex and Shannon both looked at
him curiously. They wondered what he was going to do. Their first priority would
be getting into the perimeter, which meant that they had to first cut through the
fifteen-foot electrified fence surrounding it. No one was going anywhere until that
happened.
Using pure leg strength, Vince leapt straight into the air, completely clearing
the fifteen-foot obstacle and landing silently in a kneeling position on the other side
of it. The rest of the team watched the spectacle in sheer amazement. Alex wasn’t
really impressed, he could clear a height like that easily, although maybe not as
effortlessly as Vince had made seem.
Pausing briefly to make sure that his movements hadn’t been noticed by any
of their enemies, Vince quickly removed the two long sai daggers from his back and
bolted towards the structure. His first order of business was to take out the guards
around the shaft that he and the team would use to gain access to the base’s interior.
That would require stealth and subterfuge, two things that he was naturally good
at.
There were a total of five guards close to the shaft that he intended to use,
three on the ground and two snipers on the roof. He also noticed some radar and
other types of sensory equipment on top of the structure. Since the base was so
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huge, the areas around him also had security guards patrolling them only a few
meters away. Unless he kept his activities quiet and disposed of the bodies of his
victims properly, they would be alerted to his presence. That meant that he had to
move fast and with extreme precision in order to make everything count.
Sprinting to a narrow, dark recess in the nearest wall, Vince placed his
back against it and stooped low to the ground just as two of the guards
were coming around the corner. The first one passed right by him with no
knowledge he was there. The other guard trailed slightly behind the first.
Wasting no time Vince jumped in between them both and jammed the
dagger in his right hand straight into the skull of the first guard while simultaneously
catching the second one with a hard back thrust kick to the ribs. The first guard hit
the ground, dark green blood leaking from the wound in his head.
The second guard recovered from Vince’s kick and attacked him with a
slash to the chest using his razor-sharp claws. Blocking his attack, Vince caught
his enemy with a quick combo of bone-shattering punches and slashes to the body
with the remaining dagger, which he held in his left hand. Noticing movement a
few meters behind his enemy, Vince knew that the third guard was completing his
rounds. He needed to finish this quickly.
The battered soldier reached for his throat. Grabbing his attacking arm and
pulling him off balance, Vince skillfully twirled the sai dagger in his fingers and
jabbed the pointed end of it through the back of the soldier’s neck, punching it
completely through his larynx before swiftly rolling over his back and landing in a
kneeling position behind him. The dead soldier hit the ground with the dagger still
sticking out of the back of his neck.
Reaching into his boots, Vince pulled two terramantium throwing knives
from both of them and let them fly just as the third guard stepped from around the
corner. The blades caught the soldier unexpectedly in the neck and head, killing
him instantly.
Removing three small and soft red capsules from the pocket of his
utility belt, Vince crushed them in his fingers and tossed them onto the bodies of his
fallen enemies before removing his daggers from the corpses and quickly exiting
the scene. The contents of the capsules continued to mix together forming a very
deadly bio-acidic type of carnivorous virus that he had created during one of his
experiments many years ago when he had been researching a way to poison the
Shi’aki’s food supplies.
He eventually abandoned the idea because of the fact that there were rebels
and other human groups that were constantly attempting to steal that food every
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chance they had. It was one of their main means of survival out in the harsh desert. If
one of those groups had ever unwittingly managed to steal one of the contaminated
food supplies, they would have been completely wiped out by it.
He stopped the program and the experiments, but not before finding
this virus. When mixed with the right catalyst, which was a form of raw plasma
energy, this virus would eat or dissolve anything organic no matter how big it was
in just a matter of seconds, that included Shi’aki bodies. This was why Octagon had
always found very few traces of his enemies after he had finished raiding one of the
Shi’aki’s installations. Vince was very thorough when it came to not leaving any
evidence behind that would allow the Shi’aki to be able to track him.
The contents inside of the capsules continued to mix and expand, eventually
becoming too much for the capsules’ soft shells to contain, causing them to burst
and spill the glowing red, flesh and bone eating acidic virus onto the bodies of his
victims. The bodies immediately began to break down and disintegrate in front of
his eyes until there was nothing left but a very nasty stench. Three down, two more
to go.
Sniffing the air, one of the soldiers stationed on the roof noticed a foul
stench coming from the ground below. Walking over to the edge of the roof, he
peered over it just in time for a very thin noose of razor sharp metallic wire to fly
over his head and snag him by the neck.
Vince was sitting directly below him in a full side-split position with his
legs braced between the two walls of a small gap in the base’s design structure. The
distance from the ground was over twenty feet and he was relying on his strong
and flexible legs to support him as he levitated in midair, waiting for the perfect
opportunity to strike.
The noose quickly tightened around the soldier’s neck as Vince jerked the
wire and pulled him over the edge. The soldier’s body fell right in front of him. On
its way to the ground gravity took control of the situation. The wire pulled taught
around his the soldier’s neck with a snapping motion, completely severing his head
from his body due to his massive weight. The headless corpse fell to the sand with
a heavy thumping sound. Vince hoped that no one had heard it. He immediately
crushed another capsule and dropped it on top of the remains. One more guard
left.
Having heard the previous thumping sound, the last soldier just barely
missed a fleeting black shadow springing into the air directly above him as he
turned around to find that his partner was now missing.
Releasing his leg hold on the wall, Vince stretched out and braced himself
against the walls using his arms. Having freed his legs, he swung them straight
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forward and up above his head, placing his body into a fully inverted T-position
while using the powerful muscles in his shoulders and arms to push himself off of
the wall, effectively vaulting himself vertically into the air and over the edge of the
roof. He landed soundlessly behind the last Shi’aki soldier, who had just turned
around and was now facing his previous direction. Removing his compacted combo
sword, Vince quickly ran him through from the back before removing the sword
from his body and decapitating him with a spinning slash to the neck. Another
capsule, now the coast was clear.
Dropping to a prone position on the rooftop so as not to be seen by any of
the other rooftop sentries, Vince removed the coil of rope from his shoulders
and crawled over to the edge of the roof. Scanning the area below him and
finding that there were no more guards in the immediate area, he signaled for the
team to move in.
By that time, they had managed to cut a hole through the electrified fence
without managing to set off the security alarm. That was thanks to Naomi’s
electronically overriding its built-in security sensors which were designed to detect
a circuit break prior to them making their entrance. Maybe she would come in
handy after all. The team quickly moved to Vince’s position.
Tying the length of rope to a nearby radar antenna, Vince lowered it for
the others to climb. Alex and the two girls were the first to climb up, followed by
the other twenty men and lastly Dutch. Reaching the rooftop, a few of the men set
to work undoing the hinges of the grate covering the vent, and checking to make
certain that it wasn’t rigged with a security system, while everyone else lay flatly
on the roof top and waited for them to finish.
“Nice work,” Alex complimented Vince, who was lying right next to him.
Vince didn’t reply but instead kept his eyes and ears open for any sound that they
had been detected. It didn’t take the men long to remove the grate. The team moved
quickly inside the base and began to work their way through the ventilation system.
The shaft was very large, allowing the team to crawl forward two abreast.
“Why is it that we always wind up getting stuck in air ventilation systems?”
Dutch complained, once again finding that his armor made it hard for him to
maneuver within the cramped spaces. This was the second time in a little over a
week that he and Alex had found themselves laying flat on their stomachs in a pipe
of some kind. He was getting sick of it.
“Could be worse, could be the sewage system,” Shannon whispered from in
front of him.
“Feel free to use the front door,” Vince told him flatly. He was annoyed at all
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of the chatter behind him. These guys were definitely going to get him killed. Dutch
caught his tone and immediately shut up.
Noticing a small panel in front of him Vince signaled for the group to stop.
It was part of an air-filtering control system what was designed to keep the air clean
and breathable for the base’s Shi’aki occupants. While the Shi’aki could breathe
regular air with no problems, their bodies naturally preferred a higher nitrogen
concentration than human bodies did.
If Vince’s theory was correct, this system most certainly ran throughout the
entire base. Glancing backwards he signaled for Alex to summon Naomi. Once
again it was her time to shine. With her hacking skills, it would be easy for her to
call up an internal blueprint of the ventilation system thereby giving them a general
layout of the base.
Being located in the middle of the group, Naomi had to carefully crawl her
way over a few of the men to get to where Vince and Alex were waiting for her at
the front of the group. None of the guys seemed to mind that much. “Pigs!” She
murmured, shaking her head in disgust while squeezing past Shannon.
“What’s up?” she asked, reaching her newly appointed position. Vince
pointed to the control panel. She got the idea. Excusing herself, she removed the
hacking equipment from the small bag she carried while crawling over both Vince
and Alex to get to the panel. The two men waited patiently as the younger girl
shimmied over them and plugged herself into the control panel’s access port.
“This should only take a second,” she whispered over her shoulder while
jacking in and downloading the system blueprints to her computer. Once the
download was completed, she carefully crawled her way backwards in between the
two.
“What have we got?” Alex inquired, propping himself on his right side so
that Naomi wouldn’t be so scrunched between them. Vince was already propped up
one the opposite side of her. Naomi lay flat in the middle of them.
“Let’s see,” she said, punching a few keys and bringing up a small holographic
projection of the ventilation system’s layout. The three of them studied it for a few
minutes as Shannon and Dutch, who were behind them strained for a better view.
Although they couldn’t see the exact details of the base’s interior, one thing was
certain; the place was huge!
According to the schematics, the large conglomeration of structures they had
seen on the surface was nothing compared to what actually lie beneath the valley.
The shaft that they were currently in was part of a series of networked ventilation
systems that ran deep below the ground and into a very large space of some sort.
Judging from the schematics and doing some quick math, Alex estimated
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that the rectangular-shaped space below them was at least sixteen thousand meters
in volume. The sheer size of the space was staggering. Why would the Shi’aki need
a space that huge located in the middle of nowhere?
Vince whistled to himself. This place was definitely a lot bigger than he
had previously imagined. He had infiltrated a lot of bases in his day, but even he
had never seen anything like this one before. The space was much too large to be
a simple storage facility or a warehouse. He had no clue as to what the Shi’aki
could be using it for and that bothered him greatly. The Shi’aki weren’t known for
building things needlessly so that space was definitely being used for something.
“What is that?” Shannon whispered, noticing the space from behind Alex.
“I don’t know, but it’s huge!” Naomi replied, still typing on her wrist panel
trying to find out more detailed information about it. She couldn’t find anything.
“I wonder what the hell’s going on down there,” Dutch stated curiously.
“Only one way to find out. Come on,” Alex instructed, edging his way
forward to follow Vince, who was already moving ahead. The others followed suit,
being careful to make as little noise as possible in the process.
Having memorized the structural layout of the ventilation system, Vince led
the group farther down into the base. Alex had no clue where they were heading,
but Vince continued on steadily. “You know where you’re going?” he finally asked
after a few minutes before Vince signaled for him to be quiet. Everyone stopped in
their tracks as Vince pointed to the next bend in the shaft and signaled for Alex to
follow him. There was a light coming from the other side of the shaft.
Nearing the bend, Alex heard voices. Vince held up his fingers indicating
that there were three occupants in the next room. Easing their way around the small
corner, the two made their way to a grate cover that overlooked a small room.
Stopping short of the actual entrance so as not to be seen, they carefully peered into
the room below.
Vince had indicated correctly; there were three Shi’aki guards in the small
room, which appeared to be a tech center or computer room of some kind. The
room was lined with various high-tech computers and equipment, and there were
very large demolition-strength glass widows surrounding it.
Due to their current position, neither Alex or Vince could see what was
beyond the glass, but they would worry about that later. Removing two long
throwing knives from his boot, Vince handed one to Alex. He didn’t want him
to use his powers unless it was absolutely necessary. Giving him a quick nod, he
kicked the grate in and dropped into the room. Alex jumped down after him.
Catching the guards completely by surprise, the two easily dispatched
the first two, who had been standing almost directly under them when they came
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crashing down on top of them. They never stood a chance. The other guard, who
had been sitting at one of the computer consoles, immediately sprung to his feet and
prepared to attack.
Having finished dispatching his first enemy, Vince executed a forward
roll towards the remaining guard and let his knife fly. The blade caught the guard
neatly in the neck preventing him from alerting any others to their presence. Dark
green blood stained the floor while the guard struggled to pry the weapon from his
trachea. Removing one of his long sai daggers, Vince finished him off by stabbing
the blade through his forehead and pinning his head to a wall with it. The guard’s
body convulsed violently as his legs went limp and his body slumped, leaving him
dangling by his head on the end of the blood-covered weapon.
Alex had already finished his opponent by grabbing him in a reverse headlock
and kicking the back of his leg in as he dropped down from the ceiling directly on
top of his unsuspecting enemy. Using his body as leverage, he forcefully twisted
the guard’s neck and broke his back while landing in a low kneeling position on the
floor.
This wasn’t nearly enough to finish the guard of; if nothing else, it only
served to cripple him for a brief second so Alex could more easily shove the knife
that Vince had so graciously lent him into the soft spot below his enemy’s chin. The
blade cut deeply into the alien’s armored throat with surprising ease.
Completing the task, he quickly signaled for the others to come. One by
one the rest of the team entered the room, which turned out to be a control tower
of some sort with windows facing in every direction. As room lights were red and
dimmed so as to maximize holographic screen visibility during operation, Vince
was pretty certain that their entrance hadn’t been noticed. The place was small and
cramped with twenty-five people standing in it. There was only one door, which
was located behind them. Alex signaled for Dutch and another one of the men to
cover it just in case some unexpected visitors happened to stop by.
“What is this place?” Shannon whispered, looking at all of the heavy and
high-tech equipment around her.
“A control room of some sort,” Naomi answered, stating the obvious while
busily punching keys on her wrist computer in an attempt to find out their exact
location.
Vince walked over and placed his hand gently on the younger girl’s wrist to
stop her before she could bring up the holographic display, he didn’t want anything
to alert the Shi’aki to their presence. “No lights,” he advised the rest of the team
before returning his attention to Naomi. “Jack into that console and see what you
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can find out about this place,” he instructed smoothly. Naomi nodded her reply and
immediately set to work as Alex came to join them.
Not being that much of a computer freak, Shannon strayed away from the
group and towards one of the huge windows while being careful to stay out of sight.
The area beyond the glass seemed to extend for miles in every direction. Octagon
hadn’t looked this huge when she had seen it for the first time. As she neared the
glass, she began to notice some distant movement below.
“Oh my God…” Shannon whispered as Alex and the rest of the group
turned to face her. They had been so involved with finding out what was on in the
computer’s database that they hadn’t even noticed that she had wandered off.
Alex looked at her. He could tell from her voice that something was
seriously wrong, she sounded terrified. Dropping everything, he and the rest of the
group immediately surrounded her. Reaching the glass, they all stopped cold in
their tracks as a sense of dread filled each and every one of them. Apparently, they
had just found what they were looking for.
“What the fuck is that?” one of the men choked, completely stricken before
Vince, not so gently, pushed his way past him to get a better view. Looking down
from the glass, he saw that the small control tower they were huddled in overlooked
a humongous hangar bay filled with Shi’aki soldiers and equipment the likes of
which he himself had never seen.
There were literally thousands upon thousands of strong and heavily armed
soldiers gathered below in hundreds of neatly formed battalion ranks. The serious
hardware that accompanied them was designed for one purpose, conquest. They
were preparing for an assault! However, that was the least of the team’s worries at
this particular moment. Their main concern was the colossal 80,000-megaton alien
vessel directly below them.
Though they could only view a small portion of the ship due to their
location and its enormous size, it appeared to be a battle cruiser of some kind. The
thing was made of the thickest armor and was armed to the teeth with the most
advanced and lethal arsenal of weapons that the Shi’aki had developed.
The outside of the ship was completely studded with various types of
cannons and other high-tech battle systems. Vince estimated that the ship could at
least carry about two to four million troops, not including additional weapons or
equipment. Judging from the large fleet of small high-speed fighters and other such
space capable vessels as well as the numerous heavy tanks, TPCs and other landbased assault equipment; they could assume that the thing had a hangar bay of its
own as well as numerous storage facilities for vehicles.
When he was a child in the camp, Alex had often heard the old men and
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women tell him and the other children bedtime stories about what had happened
many years ago during the Zinjin Attack. These stories also mentioned the Shi’aki’s
huge mother ship.
He’d always had a hard time believing that anyone could build a ship that
was the size of an entire continent. He just figured that the old people were overexaggerating the facts to make the stories more interesting and thrilling for their
younger crowd. Now he knew that they weren’t. Never in his life could he have
imagined that something so awesome and so deadly could exist in this world.
Octagon would never even stand a chance if this monster ever became operational.
It would be over before they even had a clue what hit them. The thought of that
terrified him.
“So this is it, the Shi’aki’s new weapon. I hope to God that thing’s not
operational yet.” Dutch stared blankly at the vessel in front of him.
“It’s fucking huge.” One of the other team members verbally mirrored his
exact thoughts. He was right about that.
“We’re here to stop it, not admire it,” Alex said, turning to face him and
once again assuming his leadership role.
“And exactly how the hell are we supposed to do that, walk up to it, show
are asses and hope it goes away? Do you see the size of that thing? Not to mention
the thousands of troops gathered around it. If you wanna walk down there, Fire
Starter, then be my guest, but I say we get the hell outta here and call for backup,”
another soldier advised blatantly.
“Who the fu…” Alex started to explode when Vince caught their attention
by roughly slamming a magazine into one of his blasters and cocking the weapon
before glaring at them both with a menacing scowl. They didn’t have time for this.
Alex glared back at him sternly before forcing himself to calm down. He knew
Vince wasn’t joking. He really would shoot them if that were what it took to shut
them both up.
Vince signaled for him and Dutch to join him by the widow. Alex wasn’t
one to take being threatened lightly, but he decided it would be best to let it slide for
now. They had more important matters to attend to right now. Shannon and Naomi
also joined the group.
“Any idea what that is?” Vince inquired, nodding towards a very large pool
of swirling blue energy that lay directly in front of the vessel. They had been so
taken by the ship’s enormous size that no one had even noticed it before now.
Alex first thought that he was looking at a very large mirror, due to its flat and thin
rectangular shape.
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That was before he noticed that the mirror wasn’t reflecting anything but
rather seemed to be drawing everything around it into the swirling blue vortex of
energy located in its center. The exterior of the device crackled with blue energy the
likes of which he had never seen. Though flat and rectangular, the device was much
bigger than the ship below them. They had no clue as to what its purpose was.
“Don’t know,” Alex admitted, clearly confused. “But there’s a lot of them,
look.” He keenly noted pointing to a few smaller devices of the same design which
were stationed randomly throughout the complex. There were thirty to forty of
them in all.
“Naomi, my sensors aren’t picking up anything from in here. Can you take
a reading on that?” Dutch whispered to the younger girl standing right next to him.
She was already working on it.
“This doesn’t make any sense. The energy pattern doesn’t match with any
known energy source, but whatever it is, it sure is causing one hell of a magnetic
disturbance. The readings are off the charts! This must be what HQ was picking up
on,” Naomi summarized, looking at the data on her wrist computer. She was about
to comment further when suddenly the room began to tremble softly as the engines
of the ship below them ignited and the vessel slowly roared to life.
“Do not tell me that thing’s already fucking operational!” Dutch groaned
in frustration as a horrible sense of dread washed over him. This job just kept on
getting better and better by the minute.
“We’re too late,” Naomi gasped quietly as the room continued to
tremble around them. Sure enough the ship was slowly powering up. Everyone
stood peering into the hangar bay.
“Hey, look! What the hell are they doing?” one of the team members asked,
pointing towards the soldiers surrounding the ship. While most of the battalions
were now in the process of boarding and loading all of the ships, weapons, and
heavy equipment onto the vessel using its various loading ramps and staircases,
a few of the other battalions stayed behind. Instead of boarding the vessel, these
battalions, each positioned directly in front of one of the glowing blue ‘mirrors’
turned and began to march straight into them, never to be seen again.
Just then a thick green laser slammed its way through the shatterproof glass
and sliced neatly through the abdomen of one of the men standing right next to
Shannon before exiting his back and smashing into one of the computer consoles
behind him, causing it burst into a hot shower of sparks and flames. The man’s body
flew across the room and crashed into a nearby wall, leaving a thick trail of sticky
blood and burned intestines on it as he slowly slid to the floor.
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“Hit the deck!” Alex screamed to the rest of his men while grabbing
Shannon and diving instinctively to the floor, covering her with his body, and not a
second too soon. Following his example, the rest of the team threw themselves onto
the hard metal floor just as the rest of the window shattered and imploded, sending
sharp fragments of thick glass flying into the farthest corners of the room. The
control room had quickly been transformed into a smoky mess of twisted metal,
glass and sparking electrical components.
“We’ve been made, get the hell out of here!” Alex yelled to the group
while picking himself off of the floor and removing his arms from their protective
position around Shannon’s head. He looked at her; the blast had startled her a bit,
but she wasn’t hurt.
“What was that?” Naomi groaned slowly while Dutch started to help her to
her feet. The rest of the team slowly picked themselves off of the floor as well. The
glass had done a hell of a job to a few of them. Their clothes were shredded and
some of them had small fragments of glass stuck in their backs, but they seemed not
to take too much notice of it.
Looking at his right shoulder blade, Vince noticed a large piece of glass
sticking out of it. He hadn’t been able to dodge it quickly enough because he’d been
preoccupied with pushing some of the men with somewhat slower reaction time to
the floor just as the widow imploded. Having ensured their safety, he quickly rolled
into one of the room’s corners and took shelter behind one of the computers. The
shard had caught him right when he came out of his roll and was now embedded
deeply into his muscle tissue. He yanked the glass from his shoulder.
The blast had come from a high-powered cannon of some kind. That meant
that the Shi’aki had probably spotted them from a distance after the first shot had
been fired and ordered one of the tanks below to take out the entire tower before
they could attempt to escape. If that were indeed the case, he was more than a
hundred percent sure that the Shi’aki now knew that they were here, and they would
be sending up a security team or two to finish the job. They didn’t have a lot of time
left.
Sprinting to the doors Vince tried to open them, but the structural damage
the blast had done to the room’s interior had caused them to jam shut. “Dutch, Alex,
door!” he yelled sharply to the other two men while abandoning the task himself.
The two immediately took over.
Pulling his blasters, Vince made his way over to what was left of the
window and took aim on the crowd of aliens below. As expected, a team of flightcapable security sentinels was making their way towards the shattered window
from below. He immediately started wasting them with his blasters.
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He knew that this was only going to piss the Shi’aki off more than they
already were, but he had to buy the team enough time to get those doors open so
they would have a chance to escape. He wasn’t going to let himself believe for one
second that the there wasn’t another security team already en route to their position
from the outside, so whatever they encountered once the doors were finally opened
was another story. However, being stuck in such a small and confined space made
them nothing more than sitting ducks at the moment.
Seeing Vince at the window, Naomi removed her rifle and joined him. “What
are you guys waiting for? Don’t just stand there! Give us a hand!” she screamed at
the rest of the team members, who were huddled around the door like scared mice
waiting for it to be opened.
Vince was impressed with her courage. Maybe bringing her along hadn’t
been such a bad idea after all. The men quickly rallied to her aide as the fight
intensified. The Shi’aki were now fully alerted to their presence and many of the
troops below them began to return fire.
Searching for a long range weapon of her own, Shannon went to where the
dead team member lay and was about to strip him of his weapon so that she could
join Vince and the others at the window when something else caught her attention.
Her keen senses had picked up on some movement on the outside of the room.
Abandoning her previous idea, she focused her mental energy and used her phasethrough technique to walk through the wall and slip outside of the room.
Dutch and Alex both strained with all of their might to force the doors open,
but it was to no avail. “It’s no use. Sparky, do your thing!” Dutch yelled, stepping
back as Alex charged up a fireball.
“Get ready!” Alex warned. Dutch quickly powered up his wrist cannons.
The huge metal door exploded in a fireball of fury and flew across the
hallway, smashing its way into an unsuspecting Shi’aki security team that had
just arrived on the scene and was waiting for them outside of the room. The door
slammed its way through their ranks, temporarily disorientating them and causing
them to scatter. Using the element of surprise to their advantage, Dutch released
bolt after bolt of bright blue energy into his foes in order to clear a path for the
team.
“Vince!” Alex yelled over the commotion of laser fire in the background to
let him know that the task was completed.
“Go, now!” Vince yelled to the remaining team members who hadn’t been
killed during the firefight while quickly reloading his blasters and providing them
with cover fire. Heeding his orders, Naomi and the rest of the group bounded
towards the smoldering exit.
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“Where’s Shannon?” Alex asked with a voice full of concern. The other girl
was nowhere to be found.
“I don’t know!” Naomi replied, frantically searching the room for her. She
wasn’t there.
“I’m here!” Shannon called to them from the hallway as they both spun
around to face her. Her ice blades were drawn, her clothes were ripped and blood
flowed freely from a large series of parallel gashes in her left shoulder. Looking at
the green blood dripping from the tips of her weapons and all of the dead Shi’aki
soldiers lying on the floor at the end of the hallway, Alex didn’t even have to ask
where she’d been.
While he and Dutch had been trying to force the doors and Vince and the
rest of the team had been holding their offensive at the window, she must have
picked up on the security team waiting for them outside of the room and gone to
engage them by herself. That was a damn stupid thing to do, but he loved her for it
nonetheless. He could see that the fight had already taken a lot out of her though.
“Miss me?” She smiled whimsically as he and Naomi ran to greet her. Dutch
joined them.
“Sure as hell did!” Alex grinned, giving her a quick kiss before looking her
straight in the eye. “Don’t ever do that again,” he warned seriously. He had no clue
what he would do if anything happened to her because he wasn’t there to protect
her.
“Don’t tell me what to do,” she replied with a loving smile.
“Vince, you comin’?” Alex called back into the room where Vince was
reloading his guns once again. He and the team had managed to take out most of
the flight-capable sentries. He had also managed to take out the tank that had fired
at them earlier with his sonic cannon, but the real battle was only beginning. They
were far too outnumbered and his ammo was running low. He decided it was time
for a hasty retreat.
“What took you so long?” he asked while passing Alex on the way out.
“Couldn’t find the key,” Alex remarked casually. Vince looked at him with
a slight hint of a smile. Maybe the legendary Black Phoenix did have a sense of
humor after all.
“What the hell happened out here?” Vince questioned, looking at all of the
dead soldiers surrounding him. He had expected a lot more resistance on his way
out of the room, but it looked like Alex and his team had managed to get everything
under control.
“She did,” Dutch nodded towards Shannon before pointing to the end of the
hallway. Following his finger, Vince and everyone peered towards the end of the
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hallway which was surprisingly shorter than it should have been. There was a thick
semi-transparent white wall only a few meters away from them.
“Ice?” Alex asked with a puzzled glance before the explanation finally came
to him. After leaving the room, Shannon had managed to use her powers to seal one
end of the hallway off with a very thick slab of the same type of nigh-unbreakable
ice that her weapons were made from.
She had explained the whole process of how she could magically make
weapons out of water particles to him while they were in the cafe two nights before.
The process took a lot of energy and concentration so that’s why she only stuck to
making basic swords and ice blades. She had told him that her power level wasn’t
strong enough to make anything bigger, but fortunately that wasn`t the case. It
explained why she looked so drained now.
“I figured we could use the ventilation system again to make our escape.
I was going to seal both ends to buy us more time, but the second security team
caught up to me before I could pull it off,” she explained, looking Vince in the
eye.
“Good job,” he nodded, clearly impressed with her performance.
“Not good enough, that barrier won’t hold for long. We have to find a way
out of here. OWW!” She cringed in pain as Naomi ripped off the lower half of her
own shirt to bandage Shannon’s bleeding arm. She tied the cloth snugly around the
wound to stop the bleeding.
“So much for the element of surprise. What do we do now?” Dutch prodded
with his senses on full alert. The base’s security alarm was now blaring loudly.
“Don’t know, but whatever we do we can’t let that thing leave this hangar
bay,” Alex replied with grim determination. Just the thought of that ship hovering
above Octagon terrified him. They had to stop that thing at all costs.
“Follow me,” Vince declared coolly, knowing exactly where they were
heading next.
“Where are we going? That end is blocked off and there’s sure to be more
soldiers coming this way. I don’t think we’re going to lose them in the vents this
time and that little firefight back there took a lot out of us,” one of the soldiers
reasoned. Alex wanted to slap him for being so damn pessimistic about their
situation. At least they were still alive for the moment. But then again, he did have
a point.
Leaving that room just took them straight out of the frying pan and into the
fire. Besides the vents, there was no way that they would make it out of this hallway
in one piece. Alex could already hear another group of soldiers heading their way in
the distance.
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“Cover your ears,” Vince ordered, once again charging up his sonic cannon.
He had already discharged it once when he blew up the tank. After this he would
only have one shot left until the cannon could be fully recharged, which was why he
hadn’t previously just used the cannon to blow the door open. He only tried to use
this particular weapon in emergency situations. Fortunately, this qualified as one.
Making sure everyone was safely out of harm’s way he aimed the cannon
towards the wall directly in front of him and blew a large ten-foot hole through
it. The concussive ball of sound energy continued to smash its way through the
complex, destroying everything in its wake until it finally dissipated some 77 frames
later.
Having recalled the base’s structural layout from the ventilation system
specs that Naomi had shown him earlier, he remembered that the base’s power plant
was located directly in front of their current position somewhere around frame 75.
He had calculated the sonic cannon’s blast almost perfectly.
“Shannon, can you seal this hole once we’re through?” he asked the beautiful
young girl beside him. He knew the task required a lot of effort on her part and she
was slightly drained from the previous attempt, but if she could, that would buy
them a lot more time.
“Consider it done,” she nodded confidently.
“What’s the plan?” Alex inquired curiously, not being at all comfortable
about being left in the dark about things. He was the leader of this little foray after
all. Vince quickly filled him in. He had to admit that it was a good idea.
Shannon was going to seal the other end of the hallway and the entrance
to the hole once they were through it. The barriers wouldn’t last for long and it
wouldn’t take the Shi’aki too long to figure out which direction they’d gone in, but
it would buy them a little more time.
“Listen up, we’ll take the lead,” Alex pointed to himself, Vince and Dutch
while relaying the plan to the rest of the group. “Shan, follow us once you’ve sealed
the hole. Naomi, we’ll need you at the front with us. The rest of you post up for
random ambushes between frames to keep them off of us once the barrier’s gone. If
things get too hot for you, fall back to a new position, got it?” he instructed.
“Where are we going?” Naomi questioned.
“We’re going to go shut down this place’s power plant. That ship may be
operational and we might not be able to do any physical damage to the vessel itself
because of the security, but we might be able to pull the plug on it from the inside if
we can take out this installation’s energy system. It can’t do any damage if it never
gets out of the hangar bay,” Alex simply laid out Vince’s plan to her.
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“Wait a minute, how are we supposed to get out of here after that? The
Shi’aki can see a lot better in the dark than we can,” the same pessimistic team
member complained. Alex really was about to slap him this time.
“You wanna walk outta here, go ahead,” Vince cut him off with a glare and a
low growl that sent a terrified tremor down the man’s spine. He knew full well what
his chances were of making it out of here on his own. The man shut his mouth and
backed off.
Vince and Alex entered the hole and made their way through the complex’s
superstructure. Shannon was already in the process of sealing the other end of the
hallway. Once everyone was through, she immediately sealed the hole Vince had
made and followed them as they made their way towards the installation’s power
plant.
Alex had no clue how Vince had managed to memorize the schematics that
Naomi had shown them in such a short amount of time, but he seemed to know
exactly where he was heading. He, Naomi and Shannon followed Vince closely
while Dutch trailed slightly behind. The rest of the team members positioned
themselves as instructed between frames so that they could ambush any pursuing
Shi’aki troops.
Fortunately, the sonic cannon’s blast had made a complete wreck of
everything surrounding the ten-foot hole it had made, which would mean that the
Shi’aki would have a hard time sorting through all of the surrounding wreckage to
get to their position if they tried to come at them from the sides.
But once they broke through Shannon’s ice barriers, they would have a
straight shot to the team’s position. Hopefully, the narrow passageway and random
ambushes would be enough to slow their progress, giving Vince and the others
enough time to plant the neuron charges and find a good escape route for the rest of
the group. If not, they would be screwed.
“Here we are,” Naomi declared, reaching the power room’s door. Pushing
her aside, Vince pulled his blasters and opened it. Following a few short bursts of
rapid fire, he signaled to her and the rest of the group that the coast was clear.
Shannon gasped in awe looking about the room. It was full of pipes and
very large energy reactors, which considering the size of the complex made perfect
sense.
“Now what?” Alex asked, looking to Vince for further instruction. He was
busy studying the main reactor in front of them with a frown. This was a nuclear
reactor, not a standard issue geothermic one as he had previously imagined. That
would greatly complicate things.
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Though nuclear reactors could produce a constant and significantly higher
energy output than the geothermal ones, they were highly unstable and volatile,
which made them extremely dangerous if mishandled. This was going to be a
serious problem.
His original plan had been to simply sabotage the reactor by using one of
the neuron charges he’d brought with them. Once he had calibrated the bomb’s
blast radius, he would set it up for remote detonation. After that, he and the rest of
the team would be able to escape to the outside via the ventilation system shafts
running from the power plant once the bomb was hidden in place.
Of course he already knew that the Shi’aki would be on them the second they
hit the surface, so he’d already pre-configured the device to cause an implosion as
opposed to the usual explosion and resulting shockwave. Theoretically, this would
cause the complex to sink, thereby effectively burying it under a mountain of sand
when the ridges around it collapsed on top of it. The team would be well beyond
the slopes and on their way out of the area by then. However, the fact that this was
a nuclear reactor meant he had to completely scrap his current plans.
“You planning to blow this thing? That would be suicide you know,” Dutch
began, sensing his original plan.
“Plan’s changed. Bombs won’t work, we have to find a way to shut it down
first,” Vince answered looking busily about the room.
“Well whatever we’re going to do, we’d better do it quick. We don’t have a
lot of time left,” Alex reminded him.
“Why not just blast the thing’s control panel? That should damage it enough
to knock it offline, right?” Shannon asked curiously.
“For a regular reactor that might work, but this thing’s nuclear, which means
that it deals with energy on an atomic level. Stopping the energy flow without
a proper shutdown would cause a nuclear meltdown. If that happens, we’re all
fucked,” Alex explained while looking about the room.
“Then there has to be an emergency shutdown switch around here
somewhere,” Shannon reasoned.
“Naomi, plug yourself into the reactor’s control system and see if you can
find an emergency shutdown sequence. If we can shut it down, then Vince can
blow it safely and we can get the hell outta here,” Alex told the young girl standing
beside him. She immediately followed his command and jacked herself into the
control system.
Naomi had definitely been working a lot of overtime recently, but she was
more than glad that her skills had proven useful to the team. She had been a little
doubtful about accompanying them at first, but it had proven to be the right decision
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after all. Apparently, they needed her more than she previously thought and that
made her feel good.
The power plant was extremely hot due to the huge amounts of raw energy
being processed. Fortunately there was a containment force field around the main
reactor, which was the only thing keeping them from being cooked to death by the
nuclear radiation. Sweat stung Naomi’s eyes as it streamed down her face, making
her clothes stick to her body. She had to make this quick.
Dutch stood by watching her work while holding his position by the
entrance Vince had made for them with his sonic cannon. As far as he could tell,
the Shi’aki hadn’t been able to break through Shannon’s barrier yet so they still
had a little more time left. Suddenly a loud ‘clanging’ sound caught his attention.
Everyone in the room looked up at the metal ceiling above them.
“What the hell was that?” Naomi stopped working.
“Shhh! Get back to work,” Alex told her bluntly. Vince silently unsheathed
his sword and joined Alex and Shannon in the center of the room. He could sense
that something was coming for them from above.
Pointing to Shannon, he signaled for her to go protect Naomi while Dutch
held his position at the door. He and Alex could deal with whatever else came. Their
main priority right now was shutting that reactor down. Glancing at him and Alex,
Shannon hesitantly did as she was told.
Both Alex and Vince stood staring at the roof above them, searching for
any sign of where their enemy would try to enter. Vince’s keen hearing allowed for
him to track his enemy’s footsteps. Unable to wait any longer, Alex began charging
a fireball. Vince immediately stopped him before pointing to the nuclear reactor
behind them. One false move and he would blow them all to hell and back. That
was why Vince had drawn his sword instead of his guns. One bad ricochet and it
would all be over. They were going to have to handle this particular problem handto-hand.
Just then the roof caved in on top of them as a very large hole was
punched through it. Naomi screamed as an avalanche of sharp and twisted metal
fragments, pipes, and beams fell to the floor almost completely burying Alex and
Vince beneath it. The two men just barely managed to get out of the way of the
falling debris in time.
Nothing else happened. The room was now filled with metallic rust and dust
so it was hard to for them to see what exactly had happened. For a few moments,
there was no movement. Alex was beginning to wonder what all of the commotion
had been about when suddenly a pair of glowing blue eyes appeared in the midst of
the wreckage that had just descended upon them. The growling beast sprang upon
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him before he could react.
Shit! Vince thought to himself, watching as the huge monster plowed
headfirst into an unsuspecting Alex, using its heavily armored head as a battering
ram to pin him to a wall on the far side of the room. The blow completely knocked
the wind out of Alex. Vince immediately rushed to assist.
“ALEX!” Naomi screamed, watching the beast slam forcefully into her
friend. She instinctively sprang to her feet to rush to their aid before Shannon
stopped her.
“Those two can take care of themselves. I’ll jump in if they need me, you
get back to work,” she demanded sternly. Naomi understood and hesitantly went
back to her task. Catching a glance from Dutch, who was still covering the entrance
nearby, she could tell that he knew how worried she was.
Vince rushed the beast with blinding speed. This particular enemy was not
to be taken lightly. The beast had six legs and a long tail with blades and
protective armor covering its entire body. Instead of feet, this particular
monster stood on six three-foot-long razor-sharp blades. There was a blade on the
end if its tail which the creature knew how to use with lethal precision.
Catching Vince’s movement, it stabbed at him with lightning fast reflexes
using its long and flexible tail. Thinking quickly, Vince launched himself into the
air and vaulted over the attack, a mistake he instantly regretted. With a whipping
motion, the monster swung the tail around and caught him with a vicious tail slap
to his exposed face while he was in midair, sending him sprawling. A blow like
that would have instantly killed a normal human. However, human though he was,
Vince was far from normal.
Recovering from the blow, he nimbly flipped his body in the air and landed
on his feet while pulling one of the sai daggers from the sheath on his back and
throwing it. The dagger slammed its way deep into the monster’s armored neck.
That got its attention.
The monster bellowed in pain and turned on him, temporarily forgetting
about Alex, who had been busy trying to keep his head out of the monster’s huge
jaws. The beast’s speed had caught him totally off guard and the force of the impact
on the wall had temporarily stunned him.
The beast immediately tried to finish him off by biting him in the neck with
its gleaming metallic teeth before he managed to block the attack with his armored
left forearm. The monster’s teeth bit straight through his protective armor and sank
painfully into his skin and bones, causing him to grit his teeth in pain. It was in the
process of impaling him with one of the long blades on its legs when Vince’s sai
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found its mark and caught the beast`s attention.
The monster released its hold on Alex and jumped at Vince, who just barely
managed to block an overhead strike from one of the creature’s deadly leg blades
with his dual combo swords before catching a fierce upward slash to his exposed
chest with one of the creature’s leg blades. The blow knocked him completely off
of his feet and into the air. Forcing himself to recover despite the pain from having
his chest slashed open, Vince used his swords to block the monster’s swift midair
tail attack, which sent him crashing back down to the floor below. He hit the ground
with a hard bounce before rolling to his feet and forcefully shaking off the shock of
the previous attack.
Unable to use his fire manipulating abilities in this particular battle, Alex
found himself at a loss. He had always been able to rely on his powers while fighting
strong opponents like this one. Those abilities were what gave him his edge. For a
few seconds, he didn’t know exactly what to do, but there was no way that he was
going to let that thing get the best of him. Forcing himself to recover, he joined the
fray.
Shannon watched tensely as the battle raged between the three combatants.
The beast was seriously working both of them over. Fist, blades and blood were
flying everywhere! Every fiber in her body wanted to join them, but she resisted
the urge. Vince knew what he was doing when he sent her away. She was still too
mentally and physically drained from her previous fight and sealing the hallways to
be of any help to them this time. In her current condition she would probably have
only gotten in their way.
Glancing at Dutch, she could tell that he too was having mixed feelings
about the situation. He too wanted to join the fight but his job was to guard the
entrance, which was equally important because if the Shi’aki managed to make it
into the space before they finished shutting the reactor down, they were finished.
They only had one chance to pull this off. That meant that he had to buy them as
much time as possible which meant he was stuck guarding the entrance whether
he liked it or not. He watched as Alex and Vince continued to battle with their
unusually strong and fierce enemy.
They were both a bloody mess from having had one too many unpleasant
encounters with the beast’s blades, but they were still standing. Teleporting, Alex
caught the beast with a powerful jumping side kick to its left side while it rushed
Vince. The attack knocked the beast off balance as it swiped toward Vince’s head
with one of its blades. Vince ducked quickly under the blade just milliseconds
before it slashed him.
Seeing an opening from the beast having to overextend itself in an attempt
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to reach him due to Alex’s timely attack, Vince swiftly stabbed one of his swords
through an exposed soft spot in the creature’s attacking armpit. His blade sliced
neatly through the monster’s thick skin and protruded from its back. The beast
roared in pain as Vice followed his previous attack with a crushing left hook to
the creature’s face and a rapid combo of slashes with the sword in his right hand
while forcefully removing the other blade from its body and preparing for a second
strike.
Sensing danger, the beast used its tail to slash at his midsection. Twirling
the swords in his hands and re-linking them together for added coverage, Vince
inverted the large single blade downwards and used it to block the attack aimed for
his left ribcage before slashing upwards, splitting the creature`s bottom jaw before
rushing forward and jamming the sword into its unprotected chest.
Roaring menacingly, the creature jerked away with the sword still lodged
in its chest and leapt completely over Vince while landing horizontally on a nearby
wall. The blades on its legs punctured deep into the smooth metal surface, allowing
it to almost effortlessly walk on the flat vertical surface. Hissing violently, the
creature sprinted horizontally along the wall at astounding speed in an attempt to
confuse its enemies.
Stopping briefly, it opened its mouth. A bright blue glow could be seen
forming in the back of its throat. Just then, the creature fired a blue bolt of energy at
its two unsuspecting enemies, which they both barely managed to avoid. The blast
slammed into the floor where both Alex and Vince had previously been standing,
blowing rather large hole in it. It was obvious that the beast wasn’t playing by the
same rules they were. The two men quickly recovered.
“To hell with this!” Alex growled impatiently charging up a fireball despite
Vince`s warning. “Fry mother fucker!” Alex screamed, unleashing a barrage of
four fireballs at the creature in rapid succession. Dashing along the wall, the beast
managed to dodge three of the projectiles before using its tail to swat the last one
away.
The ball of fire collided with the monster’s tail, causing only minor damage
to its thick armor before speeding across the room and slamming into one of the
large pipes connected to the main reactor and blowing a huge hole in it. A jet stream
of bluish green gas began to billow out of the damaged pipe just seconds before a
transparent containment field sprang up from the floor and sealed off the damaged
pipe.
Vince glared at Alex, who didn’t hear him because he was too distracted at
seeing the damage his fireball had caused. This was not good. Spotting an opening,
the beast leapt from the wall and somersaulted in the air while bringing all six of its
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deadly blades down on top of Alex who hadn’t even seen the creature move until it
was too late.
Two of the blades slashed deeply into his shoulders as the beast fell with
gravity and pinned him to the ground. It was about to bite his head off when Alex
caught a glimpse of Vince’s sword, which was still embedded in its body, and used
his right foot to kick the blade even deeper into the creature’s chest. The beast
screamed before stopping abruptly as Vince grabbed it by the tail. Straining with
all of his might, he forcefully slung the nine-hundred-pound monster into a nearby
wall.
Alex groaned in pain while starting to pick himself up off of the floor. The
beast’s blades had cut deeply into both of his shoulder muscles as well as a few
other places. He was hurting pretty bad and he had wasted a lot of energy during the
fight. Looking up, he saw Vince standing boldly in front of him with his remaining
sai dagger in an on-guard position.
The two guns were still strapped to his hips, but he couldn’t use them due
to their current location. Vince was good, but Alex didn’t know how long he could
possibly last with no weapons against such a strong and fierce enemy. He struggled
to get to his feet.
Shannon continued to watch the battle. Both men were almost at their limits
with this particular enemy. The beast was much stronger and faster than both of
them combined. She could tell that Alex was hurt pretty badly.
Vince wasn’t in any better condition. Though he was strong, she highly
doubted that he would last much longer without Alex there to assist him. Noticing
some movement, she watched as the creature, having recovered from the daze of
being slammed into the wall, shook its head and once again focused its attention on
Vince before springing towards him.
Unable to control herself any longer and fearing for her friends’ lives,
Shannon quickly fired a blue bolt of super-cold energy at the monster, which it
cunningly blocked with its tail before turning on her and Naomi. Opening its mouth,
the beast retaliating with a bolt of energy of its own and launched itself straight at
her with blinding speed. She hadn’t anticipated such a swift reaction. Using her
body, she instinctively moved to shield Naomi from the attack.
“SHAN!” Alex screamed, trying to focus enough energy to teleport to her
aid, but he was moving too slow. The ball of energy neared the two girls. Knowing
that he would never make it in time to save the two girls, Dutch fired a bolt from
one of his wrist cannons in an attempt to intercept the blast before it could reach
them. The bolt successfully connected with the creature’s energy blast, but the force
of the impact was not enough to stop it or knock it off course. The energy projectile
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continued to speed towards them. Erecting a telekinetic shield around herself and
Naomi, Shannon braced herself for the impact.
Vince appeared in front of the two girls in a flash. He had moved so fast that
Shannon hadn’t even been able to sense him. Twirling his body in the air, Vince
executed a swift spinning cyclone kick with his right leg and managed to deflect
the ball of energy out of the way using the metal armor covering his shin. The pain
was unbearable as the bolt of super-dense energy collided with the bones in his leg
while simultaneously cooking and bruising his muscles, but he had successfully
managed to deflect the attack. The ball of energy slammed into a nearby wall and
blew a three-foot hole in it, but there was little time for celebration.
Shannon turned around to see Vince standing in front of her. He had barely
landed on the floor when the creature came crashing down on top of him in much
the same way it had done with Alex. Shannon shuddered at the sight. If it had been
her standing there instead of Vince, she would have surely been ripped to shreds.
Unable to watch the final outcome of the creature’s attack, she screamed and shut
her eyes, expecting at any moment to be showered by a torrent of Vince’s warm
blood. It never came.
Looking up, she was more than shocked to find that Vince was still standing
in front of her. A gleaming metal blade protruded through the back of the creatures
head from where Vince had somehow managed to catch it in mid-flight while
dodging almost of its deadly leg blades and shove his remaining sai dagger straight
into its open mouth and through its skull. His left side was ripped open from where
one of the leg blades had grazed him as he deflected it downwards with his right
hand and dodged out of the way of the others.
The beast was still somewhat alive and continued to gnaw absently on his
left forearm sticking out of its mouth. The dagger lodged between its jaws and
sticking through its brain prevented it from closing its teeth all the way otherwise
Vince would have lost his arm.
In a last ditch attempt, the monster swung its tail around and whipped the
blade at the right side of Vince’s exposed neck. The blade suddenly stopped just as
the tip of it pierced the skin next to his jugular vein. Shannon stared in awe as Vince
stopped the lighting fast attack by grabbing the blade with his free right hand just as
it struck him.
Twisting his wrist effortlessly, Vince snapped the tail blade in half before
flipping the broken piece he held between his fingers and slamming it straight into
the monster’s left eye. The monster bellowed in pain, but not for long.
Leaving his left arm in the monster’s mouth, Vince jumped over the beast’s
shoulder and swung himself to its exposed back and wrapped his legs around its
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body. Tightening his grip on the sai dagger in its mouth and using his right hand for
added support, he forcefully torqued his body sideways and backwards snapping
the monster’s neck in one smooth movement. The creature’s head careened at a
very awkward angle as it fell backwards on top of him. The body convulsed a few
more times before coming to rest in the position it lay.
Concluding that the creature was dead, Vince carefully removed his bloody
and tattered arm from the beast’s mouth and slowly crawled his way from
underneath its heavy frame. His entire body ached and he found it hard
to stand. Staggering to his feet, he limped over and retrieved his sword from the
corner of the room. It had become dislodged from the creature’s body when he had
previously thrown it into the wall. Inspecting the weapon and finding no damage,
he returned it to its sheath before returning to check on the rest of the group while
attempting to shake the damage off.
Alex watched him in utter disbelief. Everything had happened so fast that
he hadn’t been able to catch it all. He still had no clue how Vince had managed to
reach Shannon so fast in his current condition, but he was glad he had. There was
much more to Vince than met the eye.
Shannon stared blankly at the man in front of her. For a few brief moments,
her thoughts were nothing but a blur of confusion. What the hell had just happened?
A few moments ago both, Vince and Alex were getting their asses handed to them
on a silver platter by that thing. The next instant it was dead and Vince was walking
around as if nothing had happened. Even though she had no clue as to how he had
just managed to defeat such a strong opponent, she did know one thing for sure.
He’d just saved her life again. Turning her attention to Alex, she could see that he
was a little worse for the wear. Coming out of her daze, she rushed to his side.
“You ok?” she asked, gently touching his cheek. She could tell that he was
hurting badly, but it also seemed as though something else was bothering him.
“I’ll be ok,” he responded with a slow nod of his head. The armor on his
left arm was already beginning to slowly repair itself, but it would take days for the
damage to be healed completely. He was lucky to be alive.
“What the hell was that thing?” he asked with a puzzled expression. He had
spent his entire life fighting the Shi’aki, but he had never encountered anything
that relentless before. He didn’t know what it was, but he hoped to God that there
wouldn’t be anymore of them.
“I think it was a Xeon,” Dutch guessed.
Alex was about to probe him for more information when Naomi cut him off
suddenly.
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“Uh, guys I think we have a problem!” she yelled, capturing everyone’s
attention.
“What’s up?” Alex inquired as he Shannon, and Vince joined her.
“It’s the reactor. I think it was damaged during the fight. The temperature is
increasing at an alarming rate, and I can’t stop find an emergency switch to shut it
down!” the younger girl explained wildly.
At the word ‘damaged’ Alex and Vince exchanged glances before looking
at the pipe that had been hit by Alex’s deflected fireball during the fight. It was a
cooling pipe for the reactor, which meant that the green gas escaping from it was
coolant used to control the temperature inside of the airtight chamber surrounding
the super-hot fusion reactor. Without that coolant, there would be nothing to regulate
the ever-growing temperature inside the reactor, meaning that there would be an
excess build up of pressure. In the end that only meant one thing... Boom!
“Awww fuck! Guys, we have company! The Shi’aki have breached the seal
and are heading our way!” Dutch cried out suddenly before opening fire with his
dual wrist cannons.
Alex cursed, realizing the predicament that his previous impatience had put
them in. “What do we do now?” he asked, looking about frantically. Neither he,
Vince, nor Shannon were really in any condition to fight.
“That’s our cue to leave,” Vince said calmly while pulling Naomi from her
seat and checking the reactor readings himself. She was right, the pressure was
rising too quickly, even if there was an emergency shutdown sequence, they’d be
pressed for time to find it before the heat and radiation levels in the room became
too much for them to withstand. Not to mention the incoming gatecrashers headed
their way. Spotting a large door which led to the outside of the room, Vince directed
Naomi towards it.
“There should be a freight elevator of some kind out there. They probably
use it to bring repair parts for the reactor up here when it needs patching. We’ll use
that to escape. The rest of you go with her. That’s our only ticket out of here. Dutch,
use your comm-link to recall all of our men and tell them to fall back to this room.
I’ll provide them with cover fire until they’re all out. Go!” Vince instructed firmly
while removing his blasters. No point in trying to be subtle about it now. Although
they didn’t know exactly what he was planning, nobody was about to argue with
him.
“Be careful!” Shannon warned him before hastily leaving the room with
Naomi the others.
“Hey! Fall back! Everyone fall back to this position. Move it!” Dutch
screamed into his comm-link so that all of the other men could hear. They were
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more than happy to follow his commands.
The firefight between them and the Shi’aki was getting to be a little too
hot for them to handle. Their numbers had already been reduced by a lot and only
thirteen of them remained. Many of the others were injured. Receiving the order to
fall back, they all quickly retreated back to the power room as Vince continued to
provide them with steady cover fire.
Vince ducked back behind the wall just as a green laser slammed into it.
He had no clue how he had gotten himself into this situation. Once again he cursed
Alex’s stupidity. He really had no clue as to how they were all going to make it out
of this one, but he couldn’t worry about that for now.
The Shi’aki soldiers continued to hound his men as they raced towards the
exit. While his cover fire was keeping them at bay, it would not prevent them from
following them out of the room once he and the rest of the team had made their exit.
He was running out of ammo fast.
One-by-one, the men came streaming and staggering out of the hole falling
over one another. They were all scared to death. Directing the survivors to the exit
that Alex and the others had used he watched them make for it like mad rats leaving
a sinking vessel.
The Shi’aki were closing on their position at a very fast pace. He wouldn’t
be able to hold them off much longer. Pulling the last man from the hole, Vince
shoved him out of the way of an oncoming laser that just barely missed them both.
The man scrambled for the exit. Vince looked at his guns. He was out of ammo.
Checking his sonic cannon, he recalled that he still had one shot left. He had
planned on saving this last shot for an emergency, but then again, if this wasn’t an
emergency, he didn’t know what was.
Cocking the cannon, he nimbly spun around the corner of the wall in a
crouched position and fired a high-powered ball of yellowish supersonic energy
at his enemies before leaping away from the hole and exiting the room. The ball
of concussive sonic energy sped through the hole like a wrecking ball, once again
demolishing everything in its path. The Shi’aki guards pursing them never even
knew what hit them.
Once outside of the room, Vince saw that he wasn’t the only one who had
seen some action. Alex and the others also had their hands full with a third security
team that had been dispatched to their position while they were in the reactor room.
The guards were fierce and weren’t letting them anywhere near the elevator.
Hearing more noise coming from behind him, he knew that reinforcements
would arrive soon. This was getting worse by the minute. In their current condition,
there was no way the team would be able to defeat two Shi’aki security teams at
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once. They had to get to that elevator! Pulling his blades, he joined the fight.
After a few more minutes, the team finally managed defeat the first security
team they had run into. During the fight, Naomi had managed to sneak her way over
to the elevator’s control panel and bring the lift up to their level. Once the fight was
over and the last security guard was dispatched, the team piled inside.
Everyone was dead on their feet. Most of them were injured and could
barely stand. The Shi’aki guards weren’t to be taken lightly. Alex didn’t know how
much longer they could hold out against such impossible odds.
“Now what?” one of the surviving team members asked Vince while wiping
a trail of blood from his forehead.
“This elevator should take us all the way up to one of the loading docks
on the surface. From there, we’ll have to make a run for it. This place is located
underground so as long as we can make it to the surface and out of this valley, we
might have a chance,” Vince relayed the remainder of his plan.
“You know that the surface is going to be crawling with security now that
they know we’re here,” Dutch told him. Vince didn’t respond. He had already
figured that much. What he was more concerned about at the moment was the fact
that the elevator they were in was a freight elevator used for moving heavy parts.
The walls of the elevator were made of chain-linked metal, which although
durable, also made the team highly visible to anyone in the hangar bay below that
happened to be looking for them in that direction. It would take sheer luck for
someone not to notice them, especially since the entire place was now alerted to
their presence. He signaled for everyone to get down and be quiet. The elevator
continued to rise while everyone squatted and stayed as quiet as possible.
Directly below their position, the fourth security team arrived on the scene
just seconds after they had boarded the elevator and left. It didn’t take the team
leader very long to figure out where exactly they were heading. The Shi’aki guard
quickly called ahead to alert the upper level security teams as to the intruders’
position. There was no way they intended to let these mice escape.

CHAPTER 10

Shattered Dreams

Having received the information from below, one of the upper-level
security teams moved to intercept. Using brute strength, one of the guards forced
the thick metal elevator shaft doors open and looked down into it. The elevator was
only a few stories below him. Without a thought, the soldier leapt down on top of
it.
Hearing a thumping sound, everyone inside of the elevator stared at the roof
in terror. Though they couldn’t see exactly what was going on, they knew that it
couldn’t be good. Everyone was holding their breath when the elevator suddenly
jerked violently and fell a few stories before coming to an abrupt stop.
“They’re cutting the cables!” Alex exclaimed, picking himself off of the
elevator floor and frantically glancing around. He had no clue what to do in this
situation. There was absolutely no way in hell he would be able to teleport this
many people at one time. Looking at Shannon, he could see that she was scared.
They were at least eight hundred feet above the bottom level of the base. A fall from
this height would kill them all.
Removing his sword, Vince swiftly cut a hole in the chain-linked fence
surrounding them and jumped through it, much to everyone’s surprise. Catching
some of the links on his way out, he forcefully swung his legs upwards and vaulted
himself onto the elevator’s roof to face their unseen attacker. The Shi’aki guard
immediately engaged him in combat.
Vince easily defeated him by spinning to his left and reverse-stabbing the
alien through a soft spot in his protected stomach and kicking him off the roof of
the elevator. The guard’s body crashed roughly to the floor below. If the people in
the hangar bay didn’t know where the team was previously hiding, they definitely
knew now! Four more guards dropped onto the roof and attacked him. From inside,
Alex could tell that Vince was in serious trouble.
“Wait here,” he called to everyone while signaling for Dutch to assist him.
“Tin man, give me hand!” he commanded while carefully making his way out of
the hole Vince had made and starting to carefully climb his way onto the roof. He
had considered teleporting, but as he couldn’t see anything. One false move could
send him plummeting to his death. He’d have to climb slowly and carefully. He just
hoped Vince could hold out that long.
Being much bulkier than Alex, Dutch instructed everyone to get back while
using his brute strength to widen the hole Vince had made and jumping out of it
419
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himself. Using his suit’s ability to fly, he propelled himself upwards past Alex.
Grabbing an unsuspecting guard on his way up, he threw him off the roof by
his head. The alien fell with a terrified shriek past Alex and onto one of the assault
vehicles below with a sickening, splattering sound. Landing on the roof, Dutch
whipped out his spear and engaged the guards Vince was fighting.
Alex continued to make his way up the side of the elevator. It was still
climbing but without the support of the cable that the first guard had cut, its ascent
had slowed to a considerable crawl. That meant that they were sitting ducks to any
projectile attacks from anything in the hangar bay below.
Making his way to the roof, Alex saw both Vince and Dutch fighting
valiantly against the remaining three guards. Dutch was tangled up with one of
them and Vince was fighting the other two. Deciding that it was time to even things
out a bit, he joined his comrades.
Due to the lack of space on the roof, the six combatants found it rather
difficult to move about. They were all fighting in very close quarters, which meant
that Alex couldn’t use his fireballs. During the fight, one of the guards slashed at
Vince with a long blade on its wrist.
Vince nimbly pivoted out of the way and stabbed his enemy through the
throat with one of the hidden knives in his vest just as the alien’s blade swept
past him and sliced through one of the three remaining support cables behind him.
Before he could shout a warning, the elevator plummeted once again. Everyone
screamed in terror as the elevator dropped about four hundred feet and bounced to
a hard stop while the two remaining support cables strained under the elevator’s
weight.
Everyone on the roof was almost thrown off. Alex was lying on his back.
Dutch and the alien that he was fighting were lying next to each other across from
him. The other two guards and Vince were missing.
Scrambling towards Vince’s last position, Alex looked over the edge of the
roof to see Vince dangling by one arm from the bottom of the elevator. Luckily
he had managed to latch onto it right after he’d fallen off, but it appeared that he
had dislocated his shoulder in the process. Alex couldn’t reach him. Seeing some
movement directly below him, Alex noted that one of the aliens had managed to
grab onto Vince’s leg on the way down as well. Vince was supporting both of them
with one arm. If he let go, they’d both be dead.
Vince strained to hold onto the elevator. His shoulder hurt like hell from
being jerked from its socket as he grabbed the chain-linked fence surrounding the
elevator on his way to the ground. The alien guard had grabbed onto his leg right
after that, and he was heavy! Vince found himself in quite a predicament.
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“Vince!” Shannon breathed a sigh of relief while crawling over to him from
inside the wrecked elevator. She was really happy to see he was still alive. “Hold
on,” she called frantically to him while trying to force her small hand through one
of the links to reach him. It was no good. Her hand was too big to fit. She was
beginning to panic.
Closing his eyes, Vince concentrated intensely while straining with his
injured right arm. Placing the sword in his left hand into the sheath on his back,
he reached up and managed to grab the bottom on the elevator with his left hand.
Using both of his hands for support, he slowly started to climb his way up the side
of the elevator with the Shi’aki alien in tow. He’d worry about the extra luggage
later.
Shannon watched him struggled to crawl his way to safety inside of the
elevator. Once he reached the hole, she and Naomi grabbed him to keep him from
slipping. Turning his attention to the guard below him, Vince tried in vain to shake
the alien loose. The alien’s claws bit deep into his leg’s muscle tissue.
He was removing his sword to cut the alien’s hand off when the elevator
once again lurched and saved him the trouble. The elevator dropped once again
before coming to an abrupt halt as one of the other cables on the roof snapped. The
alien on his leg lost its grip and fell screaming to the ground below.
Unable to handle the immense weight of the elevator and its occupants,
the last two cables snapped and sent the elevator plummeting at breakneck speed
towards the hangar bay floor below. The large metal compartment crashed violently
into the hangar bay, once again throwing everyone off of their feet and smashing
them against the inside walls. The compartment’s metal frame was twisted and
gnarled from the force of the impact.
Fortunately for all of the remaining occupants, the elevator was only a few
stories from the ground when the last two cables finally gave way. They had already
dropped a significant distance from their original starting position when the first
two cables had broken, which was actually a good thing. If they had fallen from
their original height, they would have all been killed on impact. Everyone riding
the thing was bruised, cut, and dazed from the frightening roller-coaster ride, but
miraculously they were all alive, at least for the moment.
Vince gingerly picked himself off of the floor. He had managed to leap
away from the falling elevator just seconds before it had hit the ground. He would
have been completely crushed by it if he hadn’t. Looking at the wreckage, he saw
that both Alex and Dutch had also managed to jump or be thrown from the roof of
the elevator upon impact. They were a little worse for the wear, but they were still
alive. Shannon and the others were still very shaken from the fall, but they would
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survive. All of the aliens in the hangar bay were now staring at their position. They
were probably waiting for the dust to settle before checking to see if anyone was
still alive. Using their temporary confusion to his advantage, he kneeled down and
snapped his dislocated shoulder back into place.
Alex slowly got to his feet. He had been thrown off of the elevator during
the impact and had landed headfirst on the ground. His head throbbed with pain. He
was sure that he had a concussion. Looking at the elevator, he saw Shannon and the
others slowly piling out of the wrecked compartment. Finding that she and Naomi
were still in one piece, he breathed a sigh of relief. He had been really worried
about them both. Luckily, the elevator’s structure was sturdier than it looked.
The nearby Shi’aki forces immediately opened fire on them. Having not
sustained as much damage as the others during the crash due to his thick protective
armor, Dutch was on his feet within a few seconds and started to return fire. Vince
joined him.
Alex was exhausted. Looking about, he spotted a long ramp to his right side.
It was a loading ramp for heavy artillery and vehicles. If his guess were correct,
then that thing would take them straight to the surface. Considering that they were
on foot, underground and the entire base had now been alerted to their presence, he
knew that the odds of making it to the top of the ramp were practically nil, but it
was an exit.
“That way! Head for the ramp, it’s gotta lead to the surface!” he yelled to
the group. Following his advice, the team quickly retreated towards the incline
while returning fire at the pursuing Shi’aki forces.
“There’s too damn many of them!” Dutch screamed over the noise-filled
hangar bay just as one of the other team members fell to the ground with a blaster
wound to the forehead. They were way too outgunned and outmanned in this fight.
Dutch was using his shields to provide those in the group that were close to him
with as much protection as possible while they retreated.
He and Alex were providing them with as much cover as they could, but
his shields were failing rapidly and he could tell that Alex was exhausted as well.
Shannon had taken the lead in the group as they headed towards the ramp and was
using her ice blasts to clear a path for them. Naomi was backing her up with her
guns, but Shannon was already too weakened from the previous fight to keep using
her powers for such an extended amount of time. Both she and Alex were almost
spent. Things weren’t looking good.
“Where the hell is Vince?” Alex growled, dodging yet another laser blast
and retaliating with a fireball of his own. The fireball slammed into a group of
aliens to his right and blew a large hole in their ranks while incinerating a few of
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them on impact, but it wasn’t enough. The enemy quickly regrouped and continued
to press their attack. Looking around, Dutch noticed that he was right. Vince was
nowhere to be found.
“I don’t see him!” Dutch replied hastily while continuing to return fire.
“That bastard!” Alex swore under his breath, where was that guy when they
really needed him? Alex had always known there was something fishy about him.
He acted all tough and cool, but when the shit really hit the fan, he was nowhere in
sight. If they managed to make it out of this place alive and before the meltdown
occurred, Alex was definitely going to have a word with him. The team continued
to fight their way to the ramp.
Just then, one of the remaining Shi’aki tanks that hadn’t been loaded into
the huge battle cruiser locked on to the group just as they reached the foot of the
incline and started to make their way up it. The cannon fired one shot at them,
but for some odd reason, the shot suddenly veered slightly to the left of its target
and slammed into the wall beside the ramp, leaving a large gaping hole in it. The
team turned around to face their new enemy only to see someone slowly picking
themselves up off of the ground directly in front of the tank. It was Vince.
Vince slowly got to his feet. The metal of his combo sword burned white
hot from the intensity of the blast, stinging his hands, but at least his plan had
worked and the team was safe. He had noticed the tank’s movement earlier and had
managed to make it there just in time to deflect the blast, which had knocked all of
the wind out of him and sent him flying a few feet backwards. He recovered as the
tank took aim on him.
“Look out!” Naomi screamed, watching the tank’s cannon barrel lock on to
his position and open fire, punching a fourteen-foot-wide hole in the floor where
Vince had been standing.
Alex stared at the fourteen-foot crater in the floor. “That idiot… What the
hell was he thi…” He started to say between clenched teeth when something caught
his eye from directly above the tank’s position. It was the gleam of Vince’s sword.
Reacting quickly he had jumped into the air just seconds before the tank fired.
Hovering in the air above the tank, he decided that now was as good a time as any
to test those upgrades.
Twisting the handle on his combo sword he watched the sword extend and
transform itself into a larger, more menacing battle blade. Two razor-sharp fins
popped out of the end of it towards the handle, providing him with added protection
for his wielding hand while exposing the three fully-charged miniature energy cells
embedded into it.
Swinging the weapon above his head and falling with gravity, he fell into a
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front somersault while still in midair and brought the brightly glowing blade down
heavily on top of the alien assault vehicle, using all of his strength and landing in
a heavy kneeling position on the floor with the sword in his hand before standing
slowly.
There was a blinding blue flash and a metallic tearing sound as the threeton tank in front of Vince split completely into two neatly sliced halves before
crumbling to pieces. The force of his attack had cut straight through the tank. His
upgrades had proven to be a success; unfortunately he only had three more cells
left. Recovering from their shock, the Shi’aki attacked him with renewed interest.
Having successfully diverted their attention from the rest of the group, he slid into
a distinct fighting stance, his blade at the ready.
“What the hell is that guy?” one team member commented, unable to fathom
what he’d just witnessed. Shannon watched silently as Vince set to work slicing
the incoming enemies to shreds. A mysterious sense of fear, uncertainty and dread
came over her as she watched him do battle. She knew that he was trying to buy her
and the rest of the team time to escape, but she had a very bad feeling that he wasn’t
going to make it out of this one, and for some reason that terrified her.
Watching her stare off into the distance Alex began to pick up on the
connection between them. A brief sense of jealousy flowed through him. He had
never really noticed it before, but now that he thought about it, it had always been
there from the time they had first met him in Sector 28. He recalled how worried
she had been about him when they couldn’t locate him after the uplink station’s
destruction.
A near miss by one of the Shi’aki’s bright green laser beams brought him
back to his senses. Right now, like it or not, Vince was doing the best he could to
draw some of the enemy away from them so that the team would have more time to
escape. He couldn’t deny that, and he wasn’t about to let all of the man’s effort go
to waste. If anything, Vince could take care of himself.
“Right now, he’s our ticket out of here so let’s move!” Alex answered the
previous team member’s question before turning and sprinting up the ramp. “He’s
buying us time so let’s go,” Alex whispered, grabbing Shannon’s hand gently and
tugging her away from the scene. Reluctantly, she complied.
Vince was tired. The last attack that he had used against the tank to take it
out and to get the Shi’aki’s attention had taken a lot out of him and the constant
fighting thereafter had almost completely drained his physical reserves. The team
sure was taking their time to get out of there. He didn’t know how much longer he
could hold out. The only thing keeping him on his feet was his will to survive. That
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was what made him so strong.
Noticing that the Shi’aki were herding him into a corner, he swung the blade
in a wide arch in front of him while releasing another wave of blue nimron energy
into the group, pushing them farther away from him. Spinning to his left, he sliced
another enemy in half at the waist before twirling the blade above his head and
stabbing it into the floor below, releasing yet another shockwave of energy around
him. Only one shot left. He never got to use it.
Turning around, he was just in time to receive a heavy backhand to his face
from an unusually powerful enemy. The soldier’s knuckle spikes cut deeply into his
face as the force of the attack sent him flying through the air and into the side of a
piece of heavy machinery located in front of one of the swirling mirrors of energy
that they had seen earlier. The sword in his hand clattered across the floor.
He recovered from the attack but not nearly fast enough. The soldier was on
him in seconds and slammed into him with a vicious shoulder rush, knocking him
backwards before catching him with a stunning left cross, uppercut combination.
The alien was following up with a heavy straight left to his face. Vince skillfully
managed to dodge the blow by rolling out of the way while miraculously managing
to recover his sword in the process. Separating the blades, he slid into a fighting
stance.
The enemy slowly turned to face him. It was a Shi’aki Hunter Drone; a
cybernetically enhanced Shi’aki super-soldier. Originally an experimental soldier
developed by fusing some of the Shi’aki’s most elite soldiers with their own alien
form of nanotechnology, these soldiers turned out to be the most lethal killing
machines the Shi’aki had at their disposal. They were powerful, fast, vicious and
cunning.
However, due to the fact that most lower-level soldiers were either too weak
to survive the process or lacked the physical or psionic capabilities required to
properly use the technology they would be fused with, there were actually only
a small number of Hunters in circulation compared to the vastness of the overall
Shi’aki population. That was a very good thing, especially for Vince at this time.
Vince had only faced off with one other Hunter before and it nearly cost him
his life because he had greatly underestimated the abilities that the technology the
Shi’aki was fused with provided him. He had been perfectly healthy when he had
fought that one, but his body was trashed for about a week after that battle because
he had never been beaten so badly. Separating the blades, he faced off with his
unusually powerful opponent. He didn’t think for one second that he was going to
make it out of this in one piece, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying.
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Halfway up the ramp, Shannon stopped. Sensing that something was very
wrong she turned around to find Vince locked in fierce battle with a very strong
looking enemy. The two were going head-to-head with each other; Vince was clearly
catching the worst end of the beating, but he continued to fight nonetheless.
Forgetting her own safety, she ran to help him. She wasn’t about to just
leave him there to die. “Keep going, we’ll catch up to you later!” Alex yelled to
Dutch and the rest of the team before turning around and bolting down the ramp
after Shannon. Naomi and a few of the other men started to follow when Dutch
stopped them cold.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he growled at them angrily.
“What do you mean? We have to help them!” Naomi shot back heatedly.
“Naomi, listen to me, I know exactly how you feel, but we’re not going
to help them if we go back down there. Half of these guys can barely even walk,
much less fight. If we go back down there, the Shi’aki will kill us all and all of their
effort will have been for nothing. Those three can take care of themselves, they
know what they’re doing so we just have to trust them,” Dutch explained as calmly
as possible so that the younger girl would understand.
“Vince is buying us time, those two are going back down there to make
sure he doesn’t get himself killed in the process. We’re no use to them right now
so we do as we’re fucking told. Any questions? Good! So you heard the man, let’s
get going!” he barked sternly to the rest of the group before turning around and
running up the ramp. The team followed. Shannon continued to make her way
down the ramp while Vince continued to battle his fierce enemy. She just hoped that
she could make it to him in time.
Vince was in serious trouble. Grasping him by the face, the hunter drone
smashed him headfirst into a piece of heavy machinery located in front of one of the
swirling energy pools. It was obvious that the mechanized soldier was toying with
him.
Inside he always knew that these Octagon guys would be the death of him.
He had broken his primary policy of always working alone after all so in the end he
guessed that it was inevitable that it would come down to this. Even so, regardless
of how slow, stupid, and annoying they were, he couldn’t allow himself to just
leave them hanging in their time of need. The major had entrusted him with their
overall safety after all.
For a brief second, Shannon’s image flashed into his mind. He had always
felt a deep connection to her although he couldn’t explain why. Maybe it was her
personality or the way that she carried herself. But for some reason, he had always
felt that it was his responsibility to keep her safe. Not just her, but Alex as well.
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True, he didn’t particularly like the cocky bastard, but for some reason he felt...
A devastating body blow shook him from his thoughts. He supposed it was
about that time. It was too bad he wouldn’t be around to see if the others made it out
of the base or not. But one thing was for sure, the Shi’aki weren’t going to take him
without a fight! Watching the struggle, one of the remaining Shi’aki tanks locked on
to Vince’s position. Unconcerned for the Hunter’s safety, the tank fired its deathly
blast without warning into the two combatants.
The high-powered beam of energy sped towards the two men. Catching
the beam’s movement only a few seconds too late, Vince shut his eyes from the
blinding light and braced himself for the impact as the Hunter, seemingly unaware
of their current danger, continued to press his attack. Just then, there was a huge
explosion as they were both lifted off of their feet and flung into the air. Vince’s
body burned with intensity as it was consumed by a bright flash of light, then all
went black.
Shannon and Alex both watched in terror as the energy beam slammed
into the two combatants and the ground where they were standing exploded into a
fireball of flame and twisted metal, leaving a large hole. When the smoke cleared,
both men were gone.
“VINCE!” Shannon screamed in terror and shock at what she had just seen.
Something broke inside of her as she was overwhelmed by a strong feeling of pain,
grief, and loneliness. She began to cry. Tears streamed down her face as she started
to run to where she had last seen him before Alex grabbed her.
Looking at him with tear-filled eyes, Shannon saw that he too was still
recovering from the shock of what he had just seen. She watched as he continued to
stare blankly at the place where Vince been standing. Reaching out with her mind,
she mentally scanned the area in a hopeless attempt to find him by locking on to his
strange yet familiar mental pattern; it was useless, he was gone.
Alex stood completely stricken as an overwhelming feeling of extreme grief
and guilt began to take hold of him. Inside he’d known that it was a mistake to leave
Vince there on his own like that, especially considering the odds he was facing, but
at the time he’d been more concerned with getting everyone else out of harm’s way.
He just knew that Vince would be able to handle himself so there was really no need
to worry about him, or at least that was the excuse he’d used to convince himself it
was ok to leave him there like that.
Not more than thirty seconds ago he had been thinking how much he hated
Vince and didn’t trust him completely. That was because he’d always assumed that

428

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

the man would be around for him to tell him these things face-to-face later. He
never imagined that things would end this way or this soon between them. For some
reason, now that he was gone, the loss affected him greatly although he had no clue
as to why. He slowly forced himself to recover.
“Forget it, there’s nothing we can do for him now. He’s gone. We have to
get out of here,” he whispered quickly, grabbing Shannon by the hand and dashing
back up the ramp before she could respond. She girl followed him absently with
tears in her eyes.
Alex couldn’t think. His whole mind was a blur. He had no idea how he had
gotten himself into this situation and even less of an idea how he was going to get
him and the rest of the team out of it. Now that he thought about it, that had been
Vince’s department. He was sure that they had wasted way too much time fighting
in the hangar bay and the base’s reactor was sure to blow at any second. Things
weren’t looking good. He had to focus and take control of the situation.
Dutch and the rest of the team were already way ahead of them and
encountering little resistance as they made their way up the incline, but he knew
that it would be a totally different story once they reached the outside because the
Shi’aki forces would probably be waiting for them on the surface. He hoped that he
could think of a good plan before then.
“Look out!” Shannon cried only a second too late. Alex had been so
preoccupied with thinking that he hadn’t been paying attention to where he was
going. He was immediately rewarded with a heavy metal left punch to the face
which sent him rolling across the floor and slamming into the wall on the opposite
side. He was completely dazed from the blow and could barely stand. He forced
himself to his feet only to be caught by a backhand blow from the Shi’aki Power
Loader suit that had attacked him.
The force of the blow knocked the wind out of him and lifted him from his
feet while slamming him roughly into the wall behind him with the machine’s huge
pincer-shaped metal arm. He was pinned. Alex screamed in pain as the force of the
impact crushed two of his ribs. He struggled to break free, but he was too exhausted
to fight back.
Shannon attacked the machine’s driver in an attempt to save him. The large
but agile machine quickly turned on her and shot her with a bright red bolt of
energy from one of the mounted drilling laser guns it carried. The bolt caught her
squarely in her left shoulder. She screamed in agony as the bolt ripped through her
soft skin and burned deeply into her muscle tissue.
Fortunately for her, this laser was one of the low-power ones used for
drilling through soft rock and sand. A higher-powered one would have blown her
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arm completely off. The girl rolled across the floor and lay there unconscious from
the blow. Alex snapped.
Hearing a sound, the loader’s driver turned around to find a very enraged
Alex glaring at him through tightly clenched teeth. Releasing a menacing growl,
the hair on his head slowly began to stand on end and pulsate with small static bolts
of red electricity. The guard inside of the machine had never seen anything like it.
The man screamed in agony as the air around him turned fiery red and
the skin on his face began to blister and boil from the intense heat as Alex’s body
temperature continued to rise in accordance with his anger. Suddenly, the machine’s
pincer arm turned white hot and shattered into a million pieces, releasing Alex from
its grasp.
The last thing the driver saw was Alex kneeling on the ground while
channeling a large amount of energy into his tightly clenched right fist, which now
pulsated with static bolts of red electricity. With a fierce yell, Alex stood while
opening his hand and releasing all of the energy inside of his clenched fist. Both
the loader and the driver inside of it were completely consumed in a blaze of fire.
When he had finished, the loader slumped to one side as a mixture of flame, smoke,
and a smell of burnt hair streamed from the interior where the driver had once been
seated. Nothing at all remained.
Powering down, he couldn’t really remember what just happened, but the
manifestation left him exhausted. Spotting Shannon, he quickly ran over to her and
checked her vitals. She was still out of it, but at least she was alive. The girl groaned
in pain while he carefully scooped her up in his arms. There wasn’t a lot of time
for him to be overly gentle with her. Turning, he continued to make his way up the
ramp with her in tow. The Shi’aki were hot on their trail.
Dutch and the rest of the team reached the surface first. They came out in
a very unexpected place. The exit that Alex selected unwittingly ran to a hidden
loading area located outside of the valley that the base was located in. Now that he
thought about it, it made perfect sense. The inside walls of the valley were much
too steep and treacherous for large vehicles to navigate so the Shi’aki couldn’t have
possibly been getting supplies through to the base that way.
That meant that there were probably numerous hidden loading areas like
this located around the base. If they had known that before, it might have saved
them a lot of time and effort sneaking their way down the inside of the valley walls.
But then again, if they had discovered one of these docks and used it to sneak into
the base, it would have led them straight to the hangar bay, which was definitely the
last place they would have wanted to be. Once again Vince’s judgment won out.
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They came out on the other side of the ridge that they had descended when
infiltrating the base. That was very good news because it saved them the time of
having to scramble up from the inside of the hill to get out of the valley before the
meltdown occurred. However, they weren’t out of the woods yet.
Sprinting from the exit, Dutch found that a large group of Shi’aki soldiers
and heavy artillery that had been left on the surface had already surrounded their
exit point. They had been waiting for them. The soldiers immediately opened fire
on the group while the tanks and other heavy artillery sat idly by on the hillside
to keep them boxed in. They were trapped! Even so, their chances of escape were
probably greater facing the heavy and bulky tanks than the smaller and more agile
Shi’aki soldiers.
“Head for the hills, I’ll cover you!” Dutch screamed to the group of wounded
men as he turned around and returned fire at their assailants. There were way too
many of them and he was totally outnumbered. Hearing an unusual noise, he turned
around just in time to see two large rapid-fire fission cannons rise from the roof of
the loading dock that they had just exited. The security perimeter system had just
been activated.
“Shit…” he groaned to himself shaking his head in dismay. This was the last
thing he needed. These cannons were just like the old-fashioned C.W.I.S guns fitted
on old 20th century Earth naval vessels, 300 bursts per second with auto-tracking
systems. It was the ultimate small-scale home security system. Before he could
even react, the guns opened fire on the group.
The Shi’aki team in pursuit simply stepped back and watched the destruction
as the guns mercilessly started to rip the remaining Octagon team members to
shreds. That had been their plan all along, to lure the remainder of the team out into
the open while using the tanks and heavy artillery as a deterrent to keep them from
running to the hills and using the soldiers to push them away from the dock so that
they couldn’t try to run back inside once the cannons locked on to them. It was the
perfect set-up.
Dutch raised his shields just in time to deflect a heavy strafe of bright red
laser fire directed at him. Looking about, he saw Naomi standing off in the distance.
She wasn’t moving at all but instead stood there frozen in fear. “You damn idiot!
Run!” Dutch screamed as his heart jumped into his throat. He instinctively ran
towards her.
Naomi was in a world of her own. She had been running with the rest of the
group when the cannons opened fire. She watched in terror as the men in front of
her were ripped to pieces by intense bursts of laser fire. One guy’s head exploded
right in front of her, covering her in a streaming mist of hot red blood that had
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been boiled by the ray’s intense heat as it passed through his skull. Miraculously,
the barrage had missed her as the cannons systematically locked on to the farthest
members first and swept their way backwards to make sure that none of them
escaped the massacre.
Shocked by what she had just seen, Naomi slowly turned around to face
the base. The horror of the scene gripped her heart like a pair of icy metal gloves.
She couldn’t move. The only thing she could do was stand there and watch the
destruction. She watched as the other members of her team were ripped apart oneby-one by the cannons while trying desperately to escape. It was then that she
realized the truth. There would be no escape for them this time. They were all going
to die.
Suddenly, her body became weak and heavy and something broke inside
of her as she sunk to her knees in despair. She realized that she was still too young
to accept death. She had many goals and dreams, many things that she wanted to
do and accomplish. She always assumed that she would have plenty of time to do
them. Now she realized how wrong and how childish that assumption had been.
Tears began to slowly roll down her soft cheeks as the pain of her shattered
hopes and dreams swept over her in a drowning torrent of guilt and sorrow. She
couldn’t breathe and her body shuddered from the thought of dying, or even worse,
dying alone.
At that thought, she instinctively raised her head just in time to see Dutch
running towards her. He was running towards her with his arms open as if to
embrace her. All at once, the pain, sorrow, and guilt left her soul and were replaced
by a strange feeling of happiness and warmth the likes of which she had never felt
before. With a smile, she stood up and started to run towards him when suddenly
she realized that everything seemed to be moving in slow motion.
Looking at his face, she could tell that something was very wrong. He looked
desperate. He appeared to be yelling something to her, but for some reason she
couldn’t hear him. Just then, a frigid chill ran down her spine as she instinctively
turned to her right. There wasn’t enough time to scream.
The first red laser bolt sliced neatly through the young girl’s chest followed
by four more before Dutch finally caught up to her and shielded her body from the
rest of the attack with his own. The lasers bounced harmlessly off of his protective
shields. The young girl directly in front of him once again fell to her knees as the
remaining strength left her body. Dutch quickly caught her before the rest of her
body could hit the ground.
“Naomi! Baby! Oh my God, please don’t…” Dutch started before his voice
came to an abrupt stop. She was already dead. “No…” Dutch choked faintly while
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looking at the beautiful young girl now resting quietly in his metallic embrace.
“Nao… Why didn’t you stay with me? Why did you leave? I would have protected
you… I could’ve saved you… Why?” he whispered, his voice trembling with sorrow
as tears began to stream from the inside of his helmet while he pulled Naomi’s
lifeless body closer to his and held her tightly.
Unable to contain himself anymore amidst the heavy rain of laser fire and
the agonizing screams of pain on the battleground surrounding him, Dutch began
to cry bitterly. Then just as suddenly as they came, the tears stopped.
“YOU BASTARDS…” Dutch swore slowly while carefully laying Naomi’s
body on the soft sand and standing. Noticing his movement, the guns once again
locked on to him and started pounding his shields with heavy bolts of red energy.
Dutch seemed not to notice. His eyes glowed a hellish blue color through his dark
visor as his energy level began to increase. “I’LL KILL YOU ALL!” he growled
menacingly while crossing his arms in front of his face and sliding into a very wide
stance.
When the late Dr. Henri Wiltshire had laid the floor plans for Dutch’s
initial design, his goal had been to create the ultimate super-soldier to use against
the Shi’aki should they ever choose to come back to Earth for a rematch.
After the legendary Zinjin Attack, which had almost completely wiped them
out and scattered them to the winds, the Shi’aki forces on Earth had mysteriously
seemed to vanish. Wiltshire knew full well that there was no way in hell they had
all managed to leave the planet after the attack. He had tried convincing the council
time and time again to allow him and his scientific team to once again reopen
the bioengineering files so that they could start working to find a better means
of defeating the Shi’aki without wasting precious manpower should they every
resurface.
Due to the Olympus incident, which incidentally is what started the eightyear Genetic Wars between humans, bio-gens, and mutants, the council flatly
denied his request. However, Wiltshire would not be so easily deterred and decided
that would secretly reopen the files himself and work on the project without the
council’s consent. He knew that it was illegal, but he had been willing to take the
risk.
Wiltshire along with a few others had been in the same room with Zinjin
when he had manifested his true power for the first time. The power he wielded
was unlike anything Wiltshire had ever seen. Both Wiltshire and Admiral J. Lyons,
along with a few others had the privilege of watching Zinjin single-handedly fight
the alien ship and drive it from Attraxian space. It was a battle that Wiltshire would
never forget. Although he died in the process, the power that Zinjin displayed on
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the battlefield was enough to draw Wiltshire’s complete attention.
Using his contacts, Wiltshire gained illegal access to Zinjin’s personal file,
which the admiral had ordered to be sealed and restricted after his death. From the
time he had first met Zinjin so long ago, he knew that something was very unique
about him. He was trying to find the secret to Zinjin’s immense power when he
stumbled upon a very important fact. Zinjin was born a mutant.
Once a staunch supporter of the Anti-Bioengineering Act that was
established many years prior, this discovery completely revolutionized Wiltshire’s
way of thinking and set him off in his new direction. Assuming that Zinjin’s mutant
abilities were the source of his immense power, Wiltshire was even more inspired
to try creating bioengineer humanoid super-soldiers specifically designed to deal
with the Shi’aki threat should they ever return. Given the technological and medical
advances that had been made since the study of bioengineering had been outlawed,
Wiltshire found his task to be a lot easier than he imagined.
Wiltshire spent the rest of his days pursuing his dream in a small secret
scientific research facility located in what had once been known as Greenland.
Dutch was the final result of his effort, a Shi’aki-killing machine designed for the
sole purpose of hunting down and destroying Shi’aki forces on Earth.
Although he died of old age shortly after completing his work, leaving
Dutch in a form of suspended animation for over a century, the amount of detail,
design and cutting-edge technology he used in Dutch’s creation and the nanotech
weapons systems that he had integrated into the design were second to none. Even
Dutch himself had no clue as to his true abilities because he had never before been
forced to push himself to his ultimate limit. However, this was about to change.
Focusing all of his energy, Dutch began to charge himself to maximum
capacity revealing a large variety of weaponry as his full arsenal emerged from his
battle armor. In this form, he was a walking colossus of death and destruction. The
Shi’aki would pay dearly for taking Naomi away from him.
Crossing his arms in front of his face, Dutch continued to charge himself and
using his newly unleashed multiple-target locking system, locked on to the enemies
surrounding the loading dock. He had no clue where Alex, Shannon, or Vince were
and at that time he didn’t care. The odds of them making it out of the hangar bay
were slim to none anyway. His eyes were full of rage and his thoughts were a blur
of hatred and anger. His only mission in life now was to destroy everything around
him, even if it cost him his life.
Checking his internal battery, he realized that although he had managed to
unleash his full arsenal, his energy reserves were nearly depleted from the previous
battle. Because using his shields consumed too much energy, he wouldn’t be able to

434

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

maintain them while using an attack of his own, especially not with the high-impact
energy projectiles now at his disposal.
Considering the amount of resistance he was facing from the security team
and the two fission cannons, he didn’t know how long he would be able to hold out.
He might only get one shot at this, but he was determined that they wouldn’t take
him without a fight.
“Hell Fire Missile Barrage!” he screamed the activation code for an advanced
weapons protocol. Just then, two large sixteen-bay rocket launchers opened up
on his shoulders accompanied by dual eight-bay plasma launchers located on his
legs. Two heavy-duty rapid-fire tachyon-driven rail guns formed on his forearms
accompanied by four E.M.P cannons. This was his true battle form.
“Let’s get it on!” he challenged fiercely as the cannons and Shi’aki team
continued to assail him. Unable to use his shields, Dutch had to rely strictly on his
offensive capabilities. He quickly unleashed his fury as a burst of thirty-two rockets
and sixteen plasma torpedoes simultaneously erupted from their launchers. The
torpedoes flew straight into the group of enemies while the heat-seeking rockets
flew in a crisscross pattern towards their targets before slamming into them and
blasting them to dust and alien body parts.
Seeing his awesome firepower, the tanks and other heavy artillery
immediately sprang into action and began to move on him. Lacking mobility in
his current form, but screaming wildly, Dutch spun his body around in a wide arc,
all the while pressing his attack. The tanks and artillery never even stood a chance
as barrage after barrage of missiles, torpedoes, rail gun and E.M.P. cannon fire
smashed them to bits.
Using his rail guns and arm cannons to keep the Shi’aki soldiers at bay,
while finishing off the rest of the tanks and other vehicles with his missiles and
torpedoes, Dutch found it difficult to keep himself focused on so many things at
once. Although he had managed to beat back most of the attack and had managed
to destroy one of the fission cannons that had killed the rest of his team during
his first sweep, because his attention was divided, he completely forgot about the
second one.
Using his newfound arsenal to its fullest potential, Dutch was continuing
to wreak havoc on the Shi’aki forces, which had sustained so much damage from
his attack that they began to fall back. Noticing some familiar movement from the
inside of the loading dock, Dutch locked on to the image and found that it was Alex.
He was running towards the exit with a few Shi’aki soldiers hot on his trail. He was
carrying Shannon, who appeared to be severely injured. Vince was nowhere to be
seen.
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“ALEX!” he screamed to his comrade over the loud noise he was making.
Hearing his call, Alex quickly started heading his way. He was tired and completely
exhausted from his last encounter and the Shi’aki weren’t giving him any breathing
space at all. On his way up the ramp with Shannon in tow, he had more than a few
encounters with soldiers who were set on taking his head off.
Unable to use his hands because of Shannon, the only thing he could do was
use his legs to defend himself until he could get more running distance between
him and his opponents. Fortunately, at one point, there was a large and mysterious
earthquake inside of the tunnel that he was in, which caused a large section of the
ceiling above the ramp to cave in.
Alex had just barely managed to make it through the collapsing rubble with
Shannon, but a lot of his pursuers had been effectively buried beneath or trapped
behind the cave in. That was the only thing that allowed him to make it this far.
Although he had originally attributed the cave-in to being ‘a-wonderfuland-mysterious-act-of-God’, he now knew that it wasn’t that at all, even though
some would argue differently. The Lord does work in mysterious ways after all, and
looking at his friend’s unusual display of power, this could definitely be counted as
one of those.
Having never seen Dutch in that battle form before, he found himself
wondering why Dutch hadn’t just displayed it earlier on in the game. It would have
definitely saved them a lot of legwork. But then again, given their current situation,
his timing probably couldn’t have been better. They only had a little time left before
the reactor gave. It would take sheer luck for them to make it out of the area before
that happened. But at least Vince and Dutch had both managed to buy them some
time. Wasting no more time, he sprinted towards his friend’s position.
Dutch was in the process of telling Alex to get down so that he could take
out the Shi’aki soldiers pursing him when he finally noticed the remaining fission
cannon of the roof of the dock as it locked on to Alex as soon as he passed under
it. “Shit!” Dutch screamed instinctively releasing a high-impact projectile from the
rail gun on his right forearm. The projectile slammed into the cannon just seconds
before it opened fire, causing the remainder of the roof to collapse in a fiery blaze of
melted metal and rock on top of the Shi’aki soldiers pursuing his friend. Two birds
with one stone.
Alex didn’t even stop to look back. He barely even noticed the destruction
around him as he continued to head towards the hills. His only thoughts were getting
as far away from this place as possible. Right now he had more important things to
take care of. Looking down at the girl cradled in his arms he noticed that while she
was still unconscious, her breathing was normal. She would be fine as long as he
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could manage to get her and the remainder of the team out of here safely, assuming
there was a remainder of the team.
“Great work Tin Man! Let’s go!” he yelled, running right past Dutch, who
wasn’t moving in the slightest. “DUTCH!” Alex screamed, turning on him in
frustration. What the hell was he doing? They didn’t have time for…. That was
when he finally noticed Naomi’s body lying in the sand.
Alex stopped dead in his tracks as the horrible realization of what had taken
place in his absence washed over him. Looking about, he saw that the desert was
littered with the bodies of his dead teammates. Dutch was the only one who had
survived.
“Nao…” he started, walking slowly towards the scene where his friend was
kneeling beside the young girl, caressing her soft hair in the sand. Alex didn’t know
what to say. Once again he had failed in his mission. A surge of grief, guilt, and
rage overcame him as something burst inside of him. He refused to give in to it.
He knew how Dutch felt, Naomi was like a sister to him and he deeply felt
her loss. But right now they had more important things to worry about. Her death
would mean nothing if the man she loved died along with her.
“Dutch… we have to go,” Alex whispered, walking over to his friend who
instantly turned on him.
“Get the fuck away from me!” Dutch screamed at him wildly while pushing
him away. Alex staggered back, slightly shaken at the outburst. Dutch glared at
him.
“Where were you? Why did you run off like that? We needed you! We
promised that we would look after her! We promised Hind! I tried my best, but I
couldn’t do it by myself… While you were off playing cowboys and Indians, trying
to save that idiot Vince with your girlfriend, look what happened! This is all your
fault! Some leadership!” Dutch exploded on him accusingly.
Alex didn’t know what to say, he was almost on the verge of tears as Dutch’s
words shook him to his core. Maybe he was right. Maybe he was a bad leader.
Maybe things would have worked out differently if he and Shannon had stayed
with the group instead of going back.
He and Shannon were two of the most powerful members of the group.
They barely even knew Vince. He knew exactly what he was doing down there
in the hangar bay when he had given them the chance to escape. Vince had never
asked them to come and help him because he knew the risks of what he was doing.
If he and Shannon had thought that way and had stayed with the group, maybe they
could have turned things around and maybe he could have protected Naomi. Just
maybe.
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Looking around him, Alex fought hard to find the words to say that would
calm his friend’s anger and let him know that he had done his best, but nothing came.
Instead, he saw all of the dead bodies lying around him and came to the realization
that even if he and Shannon had been there, the outcome probably would’ve been
exactly the same. The only difference being that probably none of them would have
survived at all. Dutch had no right to try to pin this all on him.
“Fuck you!” Alex screamed back angrily with eyes full of fire. “You wanna
sit here and bitch and complain just because things didn’t work out the way you
expected? I didn’t hear you volunteering when they asked who wanted to be in
charge of this little escapade! I’m sorry about Naomi! I loved her too. She was like
my sister! Besides my dad, you guys are the only fucking real family I’ve ever had.
But she knew what she was doing when she signed up for this.
She knew the risks just as much as you or me or anyone else and at least she
did what she did because she thought it was the right thing to do! She was proud to
do what she did and she always did her best no matter what! No matter how hard
shit got, you never heard her complain, did you, you whiny little bitch? Pull your
balls out from between your legs and be a man!” he continued to scream. Dutch
stepped back as Alex’s words hit home.
“And another thing, How DARE you say anything like that about Vince!
Yeah, maybe we had our differences, and maybe I didn’t really like him that much,
but your fucking ass wouldn’t even be standing here if it weren’t for him, none of
us would! That guy gave his life to protect us and give us a chance to escape and
the cost didn’t matter to him as long as we were all safe and made it outta there in
one piece! Why? Because he’s a soldier, that’s why! He might not have your build
or your armor, but he’s definitely got more balls than you’ll ever have! He risked
his life to save us and now you’re gonna stand here and give me shit for going back
to help him? To hell with that! Where were you? You saw what we were up against!
No matter what happened here today, the results probably would’ve been the same.
I didn’t hear you coming up with any ideas! If you couldn’t handle the deal, why
the hell did you sign up for it?
“I didn’t ask you to come out here. You volunteered so don’t try dumping
all of this shit on me. You had a choice in the matter, I didn’t. If shit like this scares
you, next time just stay your bitch ass at home!” Alex finished, turning to walk
away from the scene. He was so angry that he had completely forgotten about
everything else, including the reactor.
“Alex…” Dutch started apologetically before catching a slow and steady
movement to his far right. He saw the sniper only a few seconds too late as a bright
blue ball of plasmic energy leapt from the handheld rocket launcher he held and
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sped towards the group just before he died.
Knowing his shield were useless, Dutch instinctively jumped in front of his
friends and shielded them with his huge bulk. The rocket slammed squarely into his
back, knocking both him and Alex off of their feet.
Completely dazed from the unexpected attack, Alex slowly tried to pick
himself up from the sand, but his arms gave out on him halfway through the effort.
His body flopped wearily to the ground. He had no more strength left. From the
pain in his side, he could tell that more of his ribs were broken. His left shoulder
blade was also cracked from where he had landed on the ground. His dark brown
hair was soaking wet and a torrent of blood streamed down his face and over his left
eye. His thoughts were a blur as small fires raged around him.
Rolling over onto his back, he noticed a shiny piece of metal lying right next
to him. Turning his head slowly, it took his eyes a while to focus on what he was
seeing. When his vision cleared, he saw Dutch’s left arm lying right beside him. It
had been severed at the elbow.
“Dutch…” Alex coughed, realizing what he was seeing. An icy feeling of
dread gripped him from the inside. Unable to move the rest of his body, Alex turned
his head farther as he looked about for his friend. He found what was left of him
lying next to Naomi. His head was resting comfortably on her stomach, but his left
arm was missing and his right arm had been blown off at the shoulder. There was a
large hole in the middle of his back and he was missing his left leg.
“Damn, that hurt…” Dutch stated before turning his head to look at Alex,
who was lying not too far away from him. “I’m sorry, Sparky… I’m sorry about
what I said… I didn’t mean it,” he apologized with tears streaming down his face.
The blue lights below his visor flickered on and off sporadically.
“Dutch…” Alex choked looking at the scene.
“Get out of here… you have to get back to Octagon… Tell them what
happened… Tell them what you saw… I’m sorry, Naomi and I can’t come with
you… But don’t worry, I promise… I’ll look after her from here on out… Tell
Shan... I said good-bye…” he finished with a slight smile before the light in his eyes
flickered and faded one last time.
“Dutch…” Alex called softly before coming to the realization that his friend
wouldn’t be answering him anymore. Unable to control his grief anymore, Alex
screamed in agony while crushing a fistful of sand in his right hand. He began to
cry bitterly as he lay helplessly on the sand while the world came crashing down on
him. There was nothing more he could do. His mission was a failure and his friends
were gone. All he wished for now was for death to come and take him away from
his pain.
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Hearing a slight coughing sound to his left, he immediately stopped crying.
The voice sounded familiar. “Shan?” he called, turning his head to look for her. A
small fire right next to him prevented him from seeing what was on the other side
of it. His vision still hadn’t cleared enough for him to see more than a few feet.
“SHANNON!” he screamed as a sense of panic overtook him. Rolling over,
he forced himself up on one elbow and looked around for the young girl. He found
her lying just a few feet away from him face down in the sand.
“Shan!” he called, breathing a sigh of relief as the girl once again coughed
sand from her lungs and slowly rolled over onto her back. She was still out of it and
injured pretty badly, but at least she was still alive. Unable to walk, Alex slowly
began to crawl his way over to her.
Just then, the ground below him trembled violently as the base’s fusion
reactor, unable to withstand the pressure building up inside of it, finally gave and
blew up in a terrific explosion which shook the ground around him. Alex screamed in
terror as the ground below him was heaved into the air from the initial underground
blast before crashing back down and knocking the wind out of him. The desert floor
below him began to crack and break up right in front of his eyes. A small crack
appeared between him and Shannon and began to grow in width, spreading them
apart.
“Shan! No!” Alex screamed, quickly reaching across the rift and grabbing
the unconscious girl’s hand. He had already lost her once today. He was determined
that it wouldn’t happen again! He held on to her and continued to inch his way
towards her as the crack continued to steadily grow in size. They only had once
chance of surviving all of this. If only he could muster enough energy to teleport
them out of the area before the blast reached the surface.
Feeling his touch. Shannon slowly opened her eyes. She had felt him calling
out to her, but she had been too lost in her own thoughts to answer. She had no clue
where she was or what had happened after she had been shot, but she had felt a lot
of pain and loss while she was sleeping. Yet, even through all of the mixed feelings
and emotions running through her subconscious, her only thoughts were of Alex.
She didn’t know what would happen to them, but she didn’t care as long as they
were together. Even the fear of death didn’t scare her or make her feel as much pain
as the thought of not being with him or not seeing him again. For her, it was the fear
of being alone that was the most dreadful. That was her nightmare.
Waking up, she was just in time to see him crawling towards her. Looking
into his dark brown eyes, for a brief second, all of her pain and worries went away
as a sense of joy, happiness, and warmth filled her soul. It was then that she knew
that no matter what happened that day, they would always be together.
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“Shan, wake up! Hold on to me and don’t let go! We have to get out of…”
Alex was in the process of saying when a deafening explosion came from behind
him. Turning around, Alex was just in time to see a blaze of fire and smoke erupt
from the ground surrounding him and the young girl as the ground below them
suddenly gave way and flung itself into the air, heaving both him and Shannon into
the air along with it. Unable to hold onto her, Alex lost his grip as the young girl
screamed and fell away from him and out of view.
“SHANNON!” Alex screamed in agony while a firestorm of rocks and
pummeled his already battered body. The rest of his strength immediately left
him.
For a brief moment, Alex felt as light as a feather as his body was borne
towards the heavens on unseen arms in the middle of the raging storm of fire. A
sense of peace and tranquility, the likes of which he’d never felt before filled his
soul as a bright blue and white light suddenly appeared in the middle of the firestorm
from where the base had once stood and exploded outwards. Alex watched semimesmerized as the blue light consumed everything in its path while it steadily made
its way towards him.
“Shannon…” That was his last thought as the bright blue light washed over
him. After that, he felt no more.
The explosion was heard for miles as an enormous earthquake shook the
Earth to its very core. Feeling the earthquake, many people opened their windows to
see what was going on outside while others in the streets turned to face their doom
as a surge of white energy swiftly swept over them and their villages, completely
decimating and eating everything in its path.
Back at Octagon, Major Kilmer and his group of tactical advisors and
scientists watched their holographic tactical grid displays in horror as a huge wave
of mysterious energy originating from Area 41 began to spread and sweep across
the entire globe. The Shi’aki had activated their new weapon. Alex and his team
had failed. There was nothing more Octagon could do. Scientific estimation stated
that at its current rate of travel, the energy wave would engulf the entire planet in
less than forty minutes, after that, no one even dared speculate as to what would
happen to the world they once knew.
Although located underground, even Octagon wasn’t safe against the wave’s
awesome power. In the residential area, an elderly lady stood with a group of small
children that had just been brought into the base from Sector 22 fearfully huddled
around her. One of the children clutched a blue stone bracelet in her small hand.
Seeing the child’s fear, the old lady hugged her tightly and gave her a reassuring
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smile as the wave of destructive energy swept over them and through the base.
When it passed, nothing at all remained.
In less than an hour the wave of energy had completely covered the Earth,
which began to glow a bright blue as the energy now engulfing it continued to
expand indefinitely. Unable to contain the rapidly growing energy inside of it any
longer, the planet glowed brightly one last time before exploding into millions of
tiny particles. Nothing survived.
Or had it?...

Epilogue 1

Strange Awakening

RED

“Hey, are you awake?” a voice called from the darkness.
“What?” a confused voice answered back.
“Can you move?” the first voice asked again patiently.
“I think so,” the second one replied.
“Something’s not right here… Wake up!” the first voice screamed.
Shaking his head groggily, Alex sat up and opened his eyes briefly before
a bright light flooded them and forced him to close them again in pain. His whole
body hurt all over and he could barely move. He was still weakened from the
previous battle. His thoughts were a blur of confusion and he couldn’t remember
anything. It felt like his whole world had been turned inside out.
What the hell happened? he thought to himself, slowly opening his eyes to
survey his surroundings before stopping dead in his tracks. Unable to speak, Alex
watched dumbfounded as a large flock of birds, disturbed by his sudden movement,
took to flight and soared into a surprisingly clear and blue sky before disappearing
behind the circle of gigantic trees towering above him.
Hearing the sound of rushing water to his left, he turned his head in that
direction to find a long and beautiful flowing river only a few meters away from
him. The water was clean and clear and the scent of it filled his nostrils. He had
never seen a place so beautiful in his life. It was breathtaking.
In the area where he had grown up and lived most of his life, there were
no forests because the ecological damaged caused by the Great Catastrophe had
reportedly destroyed them all, apparently, that wasn’t the case. Alex found himself
wondering how he had wound up in such a place. His thoughts were still a blur.
“What is this place? Am I dead or something? Is this a dream?” he
wondered aloud, feeling the soft and slightly damp grass beneath his dirt-covered
hand. His armor had already vanished from his arms and midsection. Feeling a
sharp pain, he gently rubbed the top of his head. Looking at his hand, he saw that it
was covered in brown and sticky blood.
“No, this is too real to be a dream and I’m still bleeding, so that means I’m
still alive, I think…” he surmised to himself. “But if that’s the case, then where the
hell am I?” he thought aloud, now completely baffled by his current predicament.
Not that he was complaining. Wherever this place was, it sure looked a lot better
than where he had lived most of his life. He closed his eyes and tried to remember
450
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the events that had led him up to this point and this mysterious place.
He slowly began to recall his battle with Kristofferson, the destruction of
Rune City, the ambush at the Shi’aki uplink station and Octagon. Once these things
settled in his mind, the rest of his memory seemed to flood back into his head.
Finally he remembered the mission.
“Now I remember… We were at the base and there was this huge explosion…
Me and Shannon were the only ones left and…” He started before the girl’s name
finally struck home. “Shannon!” he shouted aloud, springing to his feet. It was a
mistake that he instantly regretted as his throbbing head sent him straight to his
knees.
“Shannon….” he called, shaking the pain from his head and looking around
the area for the girl. She was nowhere to be found. “Damn… I guess she didn’t
make it either…” he finally conceded with tears in his eyes as a horrible reality
began to settle over him. For the first time in his life, he was completely lost and
alone.
An unbearable mix of uncertainty, pain, guilt, loss, and loneliness washed
over him, almost forcing his mind to crack from the pressure of his situation.
Indeed it probably would have if it hadn’t been for the distant sound of approaching
aircraft. Shaking himself from his trance, Alex instinctively got his legs under him
and ran for cover.
Hiding behind a large tree, Alex looked to the sky and waited nervously as
a rather large helicopter of some kind flew straight over his position and continued
on its way without paying him the least amount of attention.
What the hell was that? he wondered to himself. He had never seen a craft
like that before. It didn’t look like any Shi’aki design he had ever seen, that was for
sure. Wanting to take another look at it, he focused enough energy to teleport himself
to the top of the tree that he was standing beneath. Coming out of his teleport, he
almost slipped off of the large branch he was standing on before catching himself
and climbing farther up.
The tree he was in was slightly taller than the others and the view below
him was absolutely stunning for there was nothing but trees and tall mountains
surrounding him under a blue and white sky. The sun had just begun to set, painting
the clouds with slight tints of red and orange as it sank into the horizon. Once again,
Alex was speechless.
Catching sight of the helicopter that had just flown over him, he continued
to follow it with his eyes. The craft appeared to take little to no notice of him
whatsoever and seemed to pose no threat to him at all as it continued to make its
way across the sky and towards one of the large mountains directly in front of
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him.
Alex watched speechlessly as the craft flew straight towards the mountain
as though it were purposely going to crash itself into the side of it. He was
wondering what exactly the pilot was thinking when the craft suddenly came to
a stop and hovered patiently in the air. A few seconds later, a pair of large hidden
doors slowly slid open on the side of the mountain. The craft waited momentarily
before continuing its way inside the secret base, which was hidden perfectly inside
the large mountain. Alex had never seen anything like that before. Whatever the
Shi’aki were up to out here, they were being extremely careful not to be noticed.
A hidden base? Out here? In this place? What the hell is going on? Alex
thought to himself. Whatever it was, he didn’t like it one bit. Climbing down from
the tree, Alex tried to take all of this in and figure out exactly where he was and how
he had gotten here. Considering the base was only located approximately five miles
from his current position, he could assume that he was in hostile territory, which
meant that there were sure to be rovers and security markers somewhere around the
area.
Seating himself on the soft grass, he began to think. While the thought of
turning around and trying to get as far away from the base as possible was the most
tempting, the fact that he didn’t know where he was put him in a difficult position.
He sat down under the large tree and thought for a long time. There had to
be some explanation for all of this. However, the only place he could even think
about looking for any kind of possible answers was the base he had just seen. He
was still badly injured from the previous mission and given his current condition,
he didn’t even want to think about fighting.
But then again, the idea of waiting outside in the mysterious place he was
currently in turned out to be far more unsettling than sneaking his way into a
Shi’aki installation. At least he would be on more familiar grounds with the second
choice.
Even if they weren’t friendly, at least he knew the Shi’aki and at least he
might be able to find out exactly what they were up to. Once he found out what was
going on and how to get back to Octagon, he would go and report his findings to
the major so that Octagon could find a way to stop them once and for all. Besides,
he had a little score to settle with them for the death of his friends.
Once again, the images of Dutch, Naomi and Shannon played across his
mind and tore at his very soul. He had failed them all and now, because of the
Shi’aki, they were all dead and he was all that remained. He was the only force
capable of stopping them. He swore that he would not let the death of his friends go

Wild FIRE: Book 1- Vol. 1

453

unpunished. They would not die in vain.
Using his anger to fuel his resolve, Alex slowly and carefully started to
make his way towards the Shi’aki base. As far as he knew, as of right now, he was
the only thing standing between them and the destruction of mankind. This was one
mission he would not fail, no matter what the cost.
It took him three hours to reach the base. It wasn’t because he was moving
slowly; it was because he was moving carefully. As he had previously suspected
there was a lot of security in the area. Not only were there sensors and cameras all
over the place. There were also booby traps in certain areas. At one point, he had
almost stepped through a tripwire before catching himself. Tracing the wire to its
destination, he found that it was attached to a hidden explosive charge. If he had
tripped the device, he probably would have been blown to bits.
Studying the device closely, he noted that it didn’t appear to be standard
Shi’aki hardware. It was much too low-tech and looked to be manmade. This raised
more than a few questions in his mind and prompted him to be even more cautious as
he made his way into the area. With booby traps such as the one he had discovered,
it was quite obvious that whoever this base belonged to didn’t appreciate uninvited
guests. He carefully continued on his way.
As he walked, his strength slowly began to return to him. He was still in
very bad condition from the previous battle, but he was moving a lot more easily
than he had been before. He still had no clue as to where he was or how he had
gotten to such a strange place, but he had a distinct feeling that all of his questions
would be answered once he reached that base.
Remembering that the entrance he had seen was located high up on the face
of the mountain, he assumed that entrance was mainly used for aerial transports.
That part of the mountain was far too steep for land-based transports to navigate.
That being the case, there had to be a lower level entrance to the base somewhere.
That was what he was looking for.
After a few more minutes, he eventually heard voices. Thinking quickly, he
ducked behind some bushes and listened. These voices were human. This puzzled
him even further, but considering the type of hardware he had seen on his way into
the base’s outer perimeter, maybe it shouldn’t have.
Peering through the shrubbery, he found that he voices originated from two
men dressed in seemingly military-issue uniforms. Each of them had rifles slung
over their shoulders and both of them carried a sidearm. They were guards. This
was getting more interesting by the minute. A few meters away from them, he
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noticed a large metal door. That was his ticket into the base.
Alex sat and observed the two men for a few moments. Although they
seemed to be well trained, they didn’t appear to be taking their guard duty too
seriously. They were joking with each other and smoking cigarettes as if they didn’t
have a care in the world. If this had been Octagon, he would have definitely had
their asses. Lax security meant a lot of dead people if the Shi’aki ever decided to
stage a raid. But these guys didn’t seem to care in the slightest, which for him was
actually a good thing.
Studying them carefully, he quickly surmised that he would have no
difficulty taking them both out. After that, he planned to strip one of them down
and use his security pass to access the base. It was the perfect plan and would save
him a lot of time and energy trying to find another, less direct route into the place.
However, while formulating his plan and studying the two men, he dropped his
guard.
Hearing a slight noise above him, Alex looked up just in time to see a coil
of rope flop down around his neck. Before he could react, the coil tightened into a
noose and he was hoisted into the air by his neck. On his way up into the air, he saw
a dark-clothed figure drop down right beside him with the other end of the rope in
his hand. It was a trap.
“SHIT!” Alex swore, struggling to free the strangling rope from his windpipe.
He was choking.
“Well, looks like we’ve got a live one,” one of the two guards he had been
watching smiled, turning to the third man with the rope in his hands as he dropped
to the ground.
“Yep, I guess they just don’t make spies like they used to,” the other man
with the noose smiled while looking up at Alex, who was still struggling on the
other end of it.
“True, but you know, it’s surprising that he even made it in this close. Most
of them don’t make it past the booby traps,” a third voice commented from behind
the first three men standing out in the open. Glancing behind him, Alex saw seven
more military-clothed figures making their way out of the woodwork and towards
his position.
“Good thing that the ground surrounding this compound is pressure
sensitive, otherwise he might have actually made it here undetected,” a fourth said,
stomping the ground beneath him.
At that point, Alex realized that he had probably been made as soon as he’d
set foot onto the perimeter. The thought of being stupid enough to walk blindly into
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their trap made him angry, but that was the least of his concerns at the moment.
The noose around his neck continued to tighten. He needed to think of something
quick.
“So, what do we do with him?” the second security guard asked, looking at
him thoughtfully.
“I say we leave him up there and use him for target practice,” the first
suggested with a sly grin.
“Dead spies don’t talk. We need to find out who he’s with and how he found
out about this place, not to mention how he got past our outer security grid. Cut him
down,” a fifth, rather large and bulky man instructed firmly.
“You’re the boss, but I personally liked the target practice idea,” the soldier
with the rope said with a frown. The rope he held was tied securely around his waist
and wrapped around his left forearm. Removing a knife from the sheath on his right
thigh, he severed the rope.
Branches and leaves battered Alex relentlessly as he came crashing down
to the ground and landed with a solid ‘thud’. He lay there dazed for a few moments
before slowly removing the rope from around his neck. There was a painful red
circle around it from where the rope had burned its way into his skin when the knot
tightened.
“Grab him and let’s get him inside for questioning,” the bulky man said to
the two soldiers standing closest to Alex.
“Yes, sir,” they acknowledged before turning and walking towards Alex.
“All right friend, you’re coming with us,” one man said, removing a pair of
shackles from a utility belt around his waist while reaching for Alex. That was his
last mistake. Now recovered and extremely pissed off for the little prank that they
had just pulled on him, Alex was determined to make them pay.
Rolling backwards onto his shoulders, he caught the soldier with a stiff
rising heel kick to the chin while kipping himself off of the ground with
his hands and landing solidly on his feet. The soldier fell to the ground in a
heap. The second soldier immediately drew his sidearm and fired a shot at his right
knee in hopes of wounding him. However, the second he pulled the trigger, Alex
vanished.
Looking skywards, the man was just in time to receive a heave heel smash
to his face as Alex came out of his teleport in a front somersault and extended his
left leg catching the startled soldier with a falling axe kick before landing softly on
the ground in a crouched position.
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“He’s a fuckin` teleporter! Waste him!” One of the other soldiers cried
while he and the rest of the security team pulled their sidearms and rifles. They
immediately began shooting at him.
Ain’t this a bitch? Who the hell just starts shooting? Alex thought to himself
while side rolling out of the way as a strafe of laser fire swept by him. “Oh well,
whoever these guys are they’re not going to take me without a fight!” he declared,
rolling to his feet and charging straight towards the group before vanishing in a
flash of light.
“Look out!” one of the soldiers screamed as Alex came out of his teleport
right between two of his comrades. He was still in midair when he executed his
attack. Grabbing the one of the soldiers’ guns with his left hand, he quickly shot
both of his legs out into a full split catching them both of them squarely in the jaw.
The two men bit the dust. As soon as Alex’s foot touched the ground, he teleported
again.
The soldiers glanced frantically about, expecting him to attack from above.
Appearing below them, Alex rolled onto his back and twisted his body into a
backspin while shooting his legs out to the side and catching the first two men in
their kneecap, crushing them before using the momentum of his spin to trip two
more. All four men fell to the ground in a heap. Once again Alex vanished.
Sensing something to his left, the bulky soldier instinctively raised his rifle
to protect the left side of his face as Alex’s spinning back roundhouse kick smashed
completely through it. The soldier didn’t know exactly who this kid was, but judging
from the way he had just taken down the rest of his men, he knew that this one was
not to be taken lightly.
Pulling his knife with his right hand, he skillfully parried Alex’s right round
kick, which was aimed for his face, before swinging the long blade in an arching
motion towards Alex’s throat. Alex blocked the blade with his forearm, which the
soldier keenly noticed was now covered in a mysterious red armor. That confirmed
his suspicions. This kid was definitely one of the RDC. That being the case, the
kiddy gloves would have to come off and he would have to finish this quickly.
Aiming a straight snap kick towards Alex’s chin, he watched as the younger
man nimbly back-flipped out of the way. That would give him a little distance.
Closing his eyes, the soldier concentrated intensely while straining with every
muscle in his body. Feeling the pressure building up inside of him, his standard
issue ‘muscle suit’ immediately activated to compensate for the physical strain his
muscles were enduring. The muscle suits that he and his comrades were wearing
were state-of-the art.
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While nowhere near as durable, versatile or deadly as the nano-tech armor
that the RDC wore, they were definitely the next best thing when it came to body
armor. When activated, these suits not only increased their wearer’s strength by
thirty percent, but it also made them thirty percent faster and injected them with
an overdrive chemical agent that gave them an instant adrenaline rush, effectively
turning them into berserker-style combat soldiers in less than a second.
To top it all off when the suit was activated, the gloves that came with
it also carried an electrical charge capable of killing a grown man in one punch.
The soldiers were only allowed to use their muscle suits in the most dangerous of
situations. This definitely qualified as one of them.
Alex was shocked. He had no clue how that man had managed to block his
previous attack. He had come out of his teleport so fast that there was no way he
should have been able to counter it. There was definitely something different about
this particular soldier. He had already noticed much earlier that the other soldiers
seemed to hold this particular man in high respect, which probably meant that he
was their leader. Either way, from what he’s just seen, Alex knew better than to
underestimate him.
Landing on his feet, Alex was just in time to see the soldier’s already bulky
frame get even bulkier as his muscle mass visually increased by thirty percent.
Before he could even move, the soldier sprang into him with blinding speed. Alex
didn’t have time to teleport. Even if he did he had already wasted too much energy
the first three times. His body was nowhere even close to being recovered from the
battle in Area 41. He was tiring quickly.
The big man plowed straight into him with a crushing left knee to the solar
plexus, just above the armor covering his abdomen before once again swinging the
knife at his throat. Alex managed to block the attack, but he noticed that this time it
was much stronger than it had been previously. Using his blocking hand, he quickly
caught the soldier with a hard left cross, right uppercut combo to the face, causing
him to stagger backwards.
The soldier glared at him with blood dripping from his chin before wiping
it off with a rather amused expression. He had never met someone who was fast
enough or skilled enough to counter his speed once his muscle suit was activated.
Even so, he could tell that Alex was tiring. Smiling coolly, the man slid into a low
knife-fighting stance and squared off against him. Accepting the challenge, Alex
slid into a fighting stance of his own.
The two men charged each other at the same time. They collided with
undefined speed. The battle between them was as fast as it was fierce. Both of them
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were exchanging blows at a remarkable speed. The soldier was a very skilled knife
fighter, however, no matter how hard he pressed his attack, Alex managed to evade
and deflect his blows.
On the flipside of the coin, while Alex was doing extremely well defensively,
none of his hand techniques were connecting either. The soldier managed to block
and deflect everything with his knife. They appeared to be equally matched when it
came to fighting skills, however, the exhaustion of the previous battle soon started
to take its toll on Alex as he started to tire.
The soldier was in no better condition. Knowing that his adrenaline rush
would wear off in a few minutes, he knew he had to finish the fight as quickly as
possible. His body wouldn’t be able to maintain its present condition for much
longer without some crippling and possibly deadly side effects. That being the case,
he continued to press his attack while slowly backing the younger man towards a
nearby tree.
Missing a block, Alex screamed in pain as the soldier landed a blow with
his knife, slashing him across his left shoulder. Seeing an opening, the
older man kicked him in the chest and sent him flying backwards into the
tree directly behind him. That was exactly where he wanted him. Recovering, Alex
prepared to attack again when he suddenly felt a coil of thin wire slip around his
neck from behind.
Not again! Alex thought to himself, grabbing the wire with his left hand
before it could completely tighten around his neck. The wire pulled taught,
effectively pinning him to the tree by his neck while the hidden soldier behind it
struggled to hold him. This was the second time in one day that he had fallen into
the same trap. The wire bit coldly into his neck and fingers.
“Good work, Lewis,” the soldier that he had been fighting complemented
the soldier on the other side who had successfully managed to spring the trap. Now
that Alex thought about it, hadn’t there been ten of those guys?
Stupid! he chided himself while struggling to free the wire from his neck.
The more he struggled, the deeper it made its way into his skin. This was not
good.
“You put up quite a fight, kid, I’ve never met someone who could keep
up with my muscle armor like that. Too bad you got careless…” The first soldier
was starting to lecture before nimbly ducking out of the way of Alex’s fireball as
it grazed his left shoulder. The fireball continued on its way and slammed into a
large cluster of trees, blowing them into a haze of leaves and splinters. That was too
close!
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“Sonofabitch!” the older man screamed, charging Alex with his knife as
he powered up yet another fireball. Seeing the man’s attack, Alex quickly brought
his foot up and kicked the knife out of his attacker’s hand with his left foot before
snapping his right foot up and kicking him squarely in the chin.
However, the attack had very little effect as the soldier, now crazed with
rage powered up the electrical charge in his left glove and relentlessly slugged
him across the face effectively frying the remaining consciousness from his brain.
Alex’s head slouched while the fireball in his right hand faded and his hand fell
limply down to his side. He was out of it.
“Did you see that?” the soldier behind the tree exclaimed, looking at the
damage Alex’s fireball had caused.
“Saw it and felt it,” the older soldier replied, looking at his burnt left
shoulder. If he hadn’t ducked when he did, that blast would have taken his head
off. This kid was definitely a mutant of some kind. That in itself raised a lot of
questions. Looking Alex over, he noticed that the reddish armor on his arms and
stomach had completely vanished.
“Think you killed him,” the other soldier observed, looking at the now
unconscious young man.
“No, he’s still alive. Even though he shouldn’t be. There was enough charge
in that glove to stop an elephant’s heart,” the older soldier replied while curiously
checking both of Alex’s biceps. No markings. There was a strange scar on his left
shoulder, but that was of little interest to him. He was looking for metal bands and
this kid didn’t have any. That also raised a lot of questions.
“Let him go,” the older soldier instructed. The other man obediently
released his hold on the wire around Alex’s neck. He immediately fell flat onto the
ground. There would be no surprise attacks this time. The older man stooped down
and shackled Alex’s hands behind his back before picking him up and slinging him
over his right shoulder.
“I’m going to take this kid to lockdown. The commander’s going to want
to see him before we turn him over to the council for trial,” the older man stated,
walking towards the base’s entrance with his prisoner in tow. “Call a medical squad
out here to attend to the wounded and put this damn fire out,” he instructed the other
man, who immediately acknowledged with a ‘Yes sir!’ before scurrying about his
wounded teammates.
“Base control, this is COBRA 142 reporting in. Tell the commander that
we’ve captured the intruder and are now escorting him to lockdown,” the older man
said, tapping a small comm-link on his chest. His left shoulder hurt like hell. He
would have to stop by medical after this.
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“Roger that, Lieutenant, our security team will meet you in the brig, base
control out,” a female voice on the other end of the comm-link replied. Reaching
the entrance, the older man waited as the metal doors slid open and a group of
men dressed in white medical uniforms swept past him followed by the base’s
firefighting crew, which was dressed in red.
They were escorted by a security team dressed in black riot gear with the
letters C.D.U.L.O. stenciled across their backs. The older man just watched them as
they passed before shaking his head solemnly. They were going to have a hell of a
time putting that fire out. Saying nothing, he turned and entered the base with Alex
lying helplessly on his shoulders. He was going to have a lot of explaining to do
when he finally woke up…

Continued in
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RED Edition

Epilogue 2

Strange Awakening

BLUE

Shannon slowly opened her eyes. Her head throbbed and her vision was
blurred as she involuntarily coughed chunks of wet sand from her throat. Uhhh,
What happened? she thought, rolling herself over onto her back before moaning in
agony from the stinging pain in her left shoulder.
The loader’s laser had burnt its way through her skin and muscle tissue. She
couldn’t remember much else after that. Her thoughts were a mess of chaos and
confusion as she closed her eyes and tried to focus them with little success. It felt
as though her entire being had been turned inside out and her stomach hurt very
badly.
Initially too weakened to stand, she lay there on the soft sand and allowed
the sun’s rays to beat down on her for a few minutes before once again opening her
eyes. For some reason, the sun seemed to be surprisingly bright and the sky was
unbelievably clear. It was the most beautiful sky she had ever seen in her entire
life.
Unable to see anything due to a large bolder blocking her view, the young
girl slowly and painfully rolled over and forced herself to her feet. For some
unknown reason, her strength seemed to be returning at an alarming rate. Even
the pain in her shoulder began to steadily subside as if being soothed by some
mysterious power.
Placing her hand on the ground for support, she noticed for the first time that
she had been lying on sand. “Sand?” she questioned before wiping some of the soft
particles from her cheek. Picking up a clump of it, she examined it in her hand. It
was very white and pure, nothing like the sand she remembered at all. It was also
wet.
Just then a torrent of images began to flash through her head as her memory
quickly began to return and her thoughts started to sort themselves out. Closing her
eyes, she remembered her brother, the children in Sector 22, her capture at the food
storage facility, her timely rescue by Alex, their fight at the Uplink station in Sector
28, their narrow escape with Vince, their return to Octagon, her night with Alex in
the cafeteria lounge, and finally the base in Area 41. All of her thoughts seemed to
return to her at once. The strain of it forced her to her knees before she managed to
recover and once again gain control of herself.
“Now I remember… the base…” she thought aloud opening her eyes once
more as she recalled the mission. Apparently she had somehow managed to make
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it out of the base and to safety before the meltdown occurred. But if that were the
case, where was the rest of the team?
“Alex…” she called softly, scanning the area for him. There was no sign on
him or anyone else for that matter. Dutch and Naomi were also nowhere to be found.
Panicked, she tried to focus her mind enough to lock on to them telepathically. It
was no good. The more she concentrated, the more her head hurt.
“Alex… Nao… No…” she whispered, slumping to the sand-covered floor
below and hugging the clump of sand in her hand to her chest as an unbearable
feeling of loss and loneliness consumed her. Unable to control herself any longer,
she began to cry as the harsh reality of what must have taken place in her absence
slowly settled upon her. None of the others had survived the mission and for some
reason, she was the only left.
She had no clue as to how she had managed to escape the base, but
considering that she couldn’t remember anything after being shot except for a brief
glimpse of Alex reaching for her, she speculated that he probably had a lot to do
with her survival. Perhaps he had carried her away from danger at some point. She
didn’t know for sure. Even so, the thought of not seeing him again caused her body
to tremble with grief as tears continued to flow freely down her face.
She continued to cry silently for a while before a strange, yet familiar sound
caught her ears. Almost involuntarily, she slowly stood to her feet and began to
walk towards the sound as if being pulled by some unseen force. Reaching the edge
of the boulder that had been blocking her view, she stopped dead in her tracks.
Suddenly, all of the tears left her eyes and the feelings of pain and grief were quickly
replaced by the feelings of awe, wonder, and confusion.
Beyond the boulder was the most beautiful beach she had ever seen. The
sand in front of her was white and clean and the water surrounding it stretched for
limitless miles in each direction. A bright orange sun hung lazily in the sky above
her, casting large glimmering reflections on the surface of the crystal clear, blue
ocean waves as they traveled from afar and temporarily washed up onto the beach
only to turn around and head back out to sea. A group of birds, the likes of which
she had never seen before, strolled casually down the sand before all at once taking
flight and heading out over the water.
Oh my God… Shannon thought to herself, completely mesmerized by the
breathtaking scenery in front of her. “What is this place?” she wondered aloud,
wiping the tears from her beautiful blue eyes so that she could see more clearly.
For a brief moment, she thought she was dead, but the pain in her shoulder and her
throbbing head reminded her that she wasn’t.
It’s beautiful. But where am I? How did I get here? Am I dreaming? she
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wondered to herself before noticing a small puddle of water around the bottom of
the boulder that she was standing behind.
Curiously, she stooped down and scooped some up in her hand before
cautiously tasting it. The taste was strong and bitter and the sensation almost made
her gag. It was definitely saltwater, however, it wasn’t contaminated in the slightest.
That explained her unusually quick recovery from complete exhaustion.
As her powers mostly dealt with water, Shannon had a very strong and
natural connection to the element. This also meant that when surrounded by it, her
body’s natural recovering abilities increased by threefold. This had always been
the case for her. She discovered that when she had first started learning about her
powers.
However, most of her life had been spent around contaminated water. Even
the underground river flowing below the mountain where she lived in Sector 22
hadn’t been this clean. Apparently, cleaner water further increased her body’s
recovering capabilities.
Taking another scoop, she focused her internal energy, causing the water
particles to levitate in front of her as she effortlessly extracted the salt particles
from it before letting it splash back into her hand. She tasted it again. Her technique
had worked. The water was now as fresh as natural spring water and felt good as it
trickled down her parched and dry throat.
Using the technique a few more times, the young girl drank until her
thirst was quenched before once again standing. Her strength slowly and steadily
continued to return to her, but even at this rate, it would take a few days for her
wounds to completely heal.
Staring at the ocean in front of her, Shannon found herself wondering how
exactly she had wound up in such a strange place. This was nothing like the world
she had known her entire life. The entire place was completely different. Although
it was wonderful to behold, it was also very unsettling. The fact that she was
completely alone and had no clue as to where she was or what had become of Alex
and the rest of the team scared her.
“Well, I can’t just stay here. I’d better find somewhere safe to hide before
the Shi’aki come looking for me,” she finally decided, glancing around the beach.
She had no clue where to start. She was about to venture farther out on the beach
in an attempt to find some sort of answers when the sound of approaching voices
caused her to stop. Instinctively, she ducked back behind the large rock she had
previously been standing behind.
“Damn, these guys don’t waste time, do they?” she swore to herself, hoping
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she hadn’t been detected. Even though being surrounded by a huge body of water
such as this one would give her a distinct advantage in a fight, she knew that she
was still too weak from the previous battle to push herself if she were caught up in
anything. She could only hope that the Shi’aki hadn’t managed to lock on to her
position.
Sitting perfectly still behind the huge boulder and holding her breath, she
listened quietly as the voices continued to approach before stopping some distance
away from her. Though she couldn’t make out exactly what they were saying, the
voices didn’t seem to be Shi’aki. They sounded more like human voices.
Forcing herself to focus, she once again reached out with her mind and
tried to make a mental connection with whoever was on the other side of her hiding
place. Although she was still too weakened to make a direct mind link with anyone,
she soon found that her guess was correct. The people on the beach were indeed
human.
She quickly breathed a sigh of relief while the temptation to leave her
hiding place played across her mind. Maybe the people on the other side would be
able to help her and tell her where she was, how she got here, and how she could
get back to Octagon.
Bad idea, she thought, quickly abandoning her previous notion. For all she
knew the people on the other side could be Shi’aki spies or guards patrolling the
area. She had already been caught off guard once due to carelessness back at the
food storage facility in Area 41. That was a very unpleasant experience for her. She
did not wish to repeat it.
Pressing herself farther against the boulder, she strained her ears to listen
to the conversation on the other side in hopes of gaining some kind of useful
information that would help her out of her present situation.
Finding it difficult to hear exactly what was going on, she eventually
decided to stand so that she could secretly listen in on the conversation while
staying hidden behind the rock. Hopefully that would provide her with enough
cover so that whoever was on the other side wouldn’t spot her.
Peering around the corner of the rock, Shannon saw a group of twelve men
in strange, yet surprisingly tidily dressed clothing, the likes of which she had never
seen. If she hadn’t known any better, she would have imagined that they worked for
Octagon, due to the neatness of their appearance.
Two men standing slightly in front of the other ten were speaking very
casually to each other, yet even so, she keenly began to pick up on a large amount
of tension between them. One man was carrying a rather large, silver briefcase.
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Looking carefully at the group, she noticed that they appeared to be
ordinary men. The ten standing behind the first two were all surprisingly large and
extremely well built. They reminded her of Dutch. However, they appeared to have
no weapons and instead of battle armor, they were wearing black suits with dark
sunglasses. They appeared to be guards of some sort.
Glancing back at the first two, she noticed that while the one standing closer
to the ten seemed to be extremely physically fit, the other guy was rather plump
around the waist. She wondered how he had managed to get enough food to get that
fat. She would try to mind link with him later to see exactly where he was getting
his supplies, but right now she was still too weak to get extract exact details from
him.
However, even though she could tell that he obviously had no trouble
getting food, she could also tell that something about his current situation made
him extremely nervous. As she continued to listen to in on the conversation, she just
barely began to understand what they were talking about.
Apparently, the short, fat guy, whose name was Max, was carrying some
kind of device that the other guy, named Grays, wanted. Grays mentioned something
about belonging to a group called the ‘Red Dragon Clan’. That was who Max was
supposed to deliver his weapons to. However, before Max was willing to close the
deal, he seemed to be rather insistent that Grays and his counterparts provide some
sort of evidence that they were indeed members of the Red Dragon Clan.
“No proof, no deal!” Max declared after a short and somewhat heated
argument between Grays and himself.
“Ok, fine. You win,” Grays relented, seemingly backed into a corner of sorts.
Shannon could tell that he wasn’t pleased. Rolling up his left sleeve, he showed his
left bicep to Max. Due to her position, Shannon couldn’t exactly see the device
that was attached to it, although it appeared to be some sort of metal bracelet.
“Satisfied?” Grays remarked in irritation.
“Very,” Max replied with a sly grin.
Just then a loud roar filled the air. Startled by it, Shannon instinctively
ducked back behind the rock before slowly peeking out. Suddenly a rather large
aircraft of some sort with large metal rotating blades mysteriously appeared out of
thin air and hovered loudly in the sky above the group of men.
Recalling her painful discovery of Alex’s land cruiser back in Sector 28,
Shannon immediately assumed that this particular aircraft had a cloaking device
much like that one. It probably had a stealth module as well. That would explain
why she hadn’t seen or heard it approaching until now.
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“This is the Los Angeles Police Department, get down on the ground and
place your hands on top of your heads! Repeat, get down on the ground and place
your hands on top of your heads or we will open fire. This is your final warning!” a
blaring voice commanded from the helo’s cockpit as a small Gatling-gun assembly
descended from a compartment in the aircraft’s underbelly and locked on to the
group of men. These guys definitely were not playing.
“Shit,” Grays groaned in disappointment while slowly placing his hands on
his head. The other ten men in back of him quietly followed suit. “So you’re a cop,
huh?” he asked casually to Max, who was standing in front of him.
“That’s right. Special Agent Max Durst, L.A.P.D.” Max smiled triumphantly.
“We’ve been tracking you filthy Red Dragon scumbags for years. Looks like we’ve
finally managed to pin your ass down this time. There’s no way out of this one
so why don’t you guys just come quietly down to the station and tell us where
your main headquarters is located, and we’ll call it a day,” he added somewhat
arrogantly. Grays wasn’t impressed.
“What’s so funny?” Max prodded, noticing that the other man was laughing
at him.
“You’ve gotta learn, Max,” Grays stated, shaking his head sorrowfully. “Too
bad. I was just starting to like you,” he added.
“What the hell do you mean?” Max asked, taking a few nervous steps
backwards.
“You’ll see,” Grays grinned mischievously. “Carl,” he called to one of the
men stationed behind him. Nodding in response to the signal, the large man behind
him slowly raised his left arm and pointed it towards the helo.
For a brief moment nothing happened. Then suddenly his entire forearm
became engulfed in an eerie red glow of transparent polygonal shapes. When the
glow faded, a rather large reddish-colored high-impact double-barreled plasma
launcher had formed in its place, completely covering his forearm.
The helo pilot noticed the setup only seconds too late. Without warning,
Carl locked on to the helo and released two bright yellow heat-seeking balls of
energy at it. The energy projectiles slammed into the chopper and blew a large hole
in its underside, instantly killing the pilot and most of the crew.
Thick black smoke poured from the hole as the craft’s surviving co-pilot
fought to maintain altitude. Unable to see the controls, the choking co-pilot
accidentally depressed the auto-fire button on the control stick while the chopper
careened wildly out of his control. A stream of yellow laser fire littered the beach,
surrounding the group of men before trailing off into the water. The group didn’t
move in the slightest.
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“Nice work, Carl,” Grays praised, clapping his hands before turning his
attention back to where Max was standing. The other man was still in shock from
what had just taken place. “Now isn’t that a pretty sight? Fireworks! And is ain’t
even the 4th of July,” Grays commented ruefully, drawing laughter from the group
of ten men standing behind him. “Now about that deal,” he continued, looking the
other man straight in the eye.
“Grays, you bastard,” Max choked between clenched teeth. His cover was
completely blown and now he had no backup. He was in deep trouble.
“What? You didn’t think we knew about your little ‘sting mission’? Please!
The RDC’s been on to you from the start. We just needed you to get the parts
your boys intercepted from our shipment a few months ago out of lockdown at the
security vault. We need those upgrades for our gear. You were the perfect patsy,
Mr. Special Agent,” Grays explained with a sinister laugh while placing his hands
behind his back.
Realizing that he’d been set up from the start, Max angrily reached for his
gun. “Go to hell, Grays!” he screamed madly while pulling the weapon.
“After you, Max,” Grays replied coolly, pulling a large caliber pistol from
the back of his belt and shooting Max squarely between the eyes. The man’s brains
splattered from the gaping hole in the back of his head while the rest of his body
slumped to the ground. Shannon didn’t dare to move, but instead watched as Grays
casually walked over to Max’s dead body and removed the briefcase from his hand.
“Good-bye, Max.” He smiled coldly before turning and walking towards the group
of men behind him.
“All right boys, we got what we came for. Now let’s get the hell out of here
before reinforcements arrive,” he instructed. Shannon watched as the group turned
to leave. She didn’t know what exactly had just happened, but she had no desire to
get involved in it whatsoever.
She was so absorbed in watching all of the events take place, that she had
completely forgotten about the helicopter. The co-pilot at the controls continued to
fight to keep the craft airborne before slowly succumbing to the suffocating smoke
and gasses in the cockpit and losing consciousness.
The helo pitched sharply to its left and spun out of control, all the while
spitting laser fire from the guns located on the bottom of it. The helicopter crashed
into the beach with a loud explosion about fifty meters behind and to the right of
Shannon’s position sending flaming parts and fuel everywhere and catching the
group of men’s attention for a brief moment.
Hearing the explosion, Shannon turned around just in time to see one of
the helicopter’s sharp and deadly propeller blades break off and fling itself straight
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towards her. Without a thought, the young girl instinctively dived out of harm’s
way. The blade swept past her and embedded itself three feet deep into the boulder
which she had been previously hiding behind. If she hadn’t moved out of the way
it would have split her in two. However, that was the least of her problems at the
moment. Her self-preservation act had unwittingly carried her right out into the
open beach.
“Damn!” she swore, rolling to her feet while looking for the quickest place
to hide herself before the men on the beach spotted her. There was nothing in sight.
The men on the beach immediately spotted her and started heading her way. This
was not good.
“Who the hell is that?” one of the men questioned as he and the rest of the
group surrounded her.
“It’s a girl,” another group member keenly observed.
“And a pretty one at that,” a third remarked with a smirk. Shannon gritted
her teeth against the comment.
“Must be another cop, or maybe just a passerby. Either way there’s no
telling what she’s seen. Get rid of her,” Grays instructed firmly before turning and
walking away from the group. They didn’t have time for this.
“Hicks, Green, you two scout ahead to make sure that there’s no more pigs
in the area, wouldn’t want them following us home, would we?” he instructed to
two members of the group. The two men obediently followed his command and
headed down the beach.
“You heard the man,” the big white, bald man named ‘Carl’ sighed, signaling
to the rest of the group surrounding Shannon before taking a step back. She could
tell that he didn’t particularly relish the thought of being involved in her murder.
He’d prefer to just sit back and watch.
The plasma launcher on his left arm had long since vanished and his form
was completely back to normal. Shannon could see that he thought she would be
much more fun in bed than floating face down in the ocean. Of course that didn’t
really make her feel much better at the moment.
“Looks like you picked the wrong damn day to go for a walk, girl,” one of
the henchmen said, cracking his knuckles with glee. He was going to enjoy this.
“We’re going to have some real fun with this one,” another one of the
psychopaths mirrored his thoughts while slowly removing a rather long knife from
a hidden sheath in his suit jacket.
“Two agents in less than ten minutes, your cop friends are never around
when you need them, are they?” a third remarked, mistaking her for a police
officer.

470

Walter S. Ragland, Jr.

“How about a kiss before we get started? I promise we’ll make it quick,” a
fourth taunted her.
Ok, that’s it, Shannon thought to herself, sliding into a fighting stance. If it
was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was male chauvinist pigs. The sand surrounding
her stirred in a slight spiraling pattern as the energy inside of her began to steadily
increase. These guys had no clue who they were dealing with. “You want me?
Come get me!” she responded with sharp warning tone. Her eyes were set to kill.
“Sassy little bitch, aren’t you?” Carl addressed her, suddenly becoming more
interested in the situation. He could tell that there was something slightly different
about this particular girl. Her fearlessness impressed him. Maybe he would have to
take part in the action after all.
“We’ll see how smart your mouth is when we’re finished with you. We’re
gonna do you up real nice!” the guy with the knife threatened, licking his blade.
“Do me? You don’t have the equipment!” she laughed, staring at him coldly.
The man staggered back, slightly shocked at her response. However his surprise
soon gave in to rage once he came to the realization that she had insulted his
manhood.
“You little bitch! Die!” he screamed, springing at her with his knife.
Stepping backwards, Shannon watched as the man swung the blade towards
her throat. He just barely missed her. The man with the blade slashed at her
again with a reverse slash before stabbing towards her midsection. She had
been waiting for him to do that.
Being somewhat of a knife expert herself, she knew full well that there are
really only nine attacking angles for a bladed weapon. That being the case, she had
already calculated her attacker’s third strike.
Thinking quickly, she formed an ice blade in her right and pivoted to her
left, spinning around the deadly blade while using her left hand to block his attack
and knock him off balance. Raising her left leg, she delivered a high left back kick
to the face of the goon standing behind him while in one smooth movement using
the blade in her right hand to decapitate the first guy as he passed by her. The man’s
head flew from his body and dropped to the sand with a thumping sound. The rest
of his body followed suit.
Shannon instantly turned her attention to the second guy that she had kicked
and quickly rammed her ice blade into his chest. Watching the second man fall
to the ground, Carl and the others rapidly began to realize that they had severely
underestimated this particular girl. Two of their members were already dead.
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“Get her!” Carl screamed to the rest of the men standing around her. They
instantly rushed her. Spinning around, Shannon channeled energy into her left hand,
forming a series of ice shurikens. She was trying not to expend too much energy in
the fight while keeping the rest of her enemies at a respectable distance. The blades
of ice each found their marks, hitting one of the men in the throat while catching
another in the forehead. They both fell to the ground.
“Mother fucker!” one of the other three men cried in frustration while
watching two more of his companions bite the dust. This girl was making mincemeat
out of them. At this rate none of them would make it out of here in one piece.
Stopping briefly, he pointed his left fist down towards the ground while touching
the hidden metallic symbol on his left bicep and channeling his internal energy into
it.
Shannon watched in disbelief as a series of glowing red laser-like polygons
flowed down his forearm and covered his left fist before solidifying themselves into
a metallic, red gauntlet of some sort. Seeing the other man’s transformation, the
other remaining goon followed suit.
Crossing his arms across his broad chest, he touched the two hidden metallic
symbols on both of his biceps. A series of glowing red polygons covered both of
his arms and continued to extend beyond his fist before solidifying themselves into
dual laser blades that were attached to his forearms. For a moment, Carl decided
to stand back and watch. He would see how she dealt with these two first before
making any moves of his own.
What are these guys? Shannon thought to herself, watching the two
transform. For some strange reason, the armor that they wore kind of reminded her
of the armor Dutch had worn, although the overall design of it was very different.
Forming another ice blade in her left hand, she instinctively took a defensive stance
as the two men rushed her from both sides.
Although the Red Dragon Clan was commonly known for being the
council’s largest interplanetary criminal and terrorist organization, there was far
more to them than met the eye. While they dealt in everything from interplanetary
drug smuggling to assassinations, their true purpose was just as mysterious as their
true origin and the armor that they wore.
The mysterious ‘armor’ that they wore was actually a very high-tech alien
form of nanotechnology that had been fused into their bodies upon becoming fullfledged members of the organization. When activated, the technology inside of
their bodies not only instantly increased their natural abilities, making them much
stronger, faster, and more durable, it also allowed them to power up into very hightech mechanized super-soldiers at will.
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When first infused with the technology, upon the first power up, or ‘boot’ as
the RDC members commonly referred to it, each soldier’s battle armor automatically
crafted itself to its host’s mental pattern while customizing itself for their use. The
stronger the mental pattern, the stronger the armor.
The guys Shannon was currently fighting were actually very low-level
soldiers. The armor also possessed an unlimited ability to automatically upgrade
itself based on the soldier’s battle experiences, making it very difficult to defeat
the member wearing it the same way twice. Shannon had no clue who she was up
against, but either way, she was determined not to let them have their way with
her.
The two men jumped her from both directions. Using her blades to slice and
parry, she successfully managed to evade the second guy’s deadly arm blades while
blocking the first guy’s gauntlet. However, as soon as her ice blades made contact
with the gauntlet, an intense electric charge jolted her body, temporarily stunning
her.
Seeing an opening, the man with the blades jumped into the air and caught
her squarely in the face with a spinning back roundhouse heel kick. The girl sprawled
across the sand and rolled to her feet just in time to see him jumping at her with
both blades poised for the kill. Reacting quickly, Shannon flung her hand out in
front of her and used her telekinetic abilities to grab him while he was in midair
before slinging him forcefully into the boulder that she had previously been hiding
behind.
Carl was impressed. He had never met a mutant who possessed that degree
of telekinetic ability. Most mutants he knew with that ability could barely move a
coffee cup; much less throw a two-hundred-pound man. This was definitely getting
interesting. Even so, he could tell that the use of that particular technique left her
slightly drained. She stood up and tried to shake off the effects of the shock she had
just received.
“Tazer punch. Like it?” the first goon gloated, showing her his armored fist.
The other man slowly picked himself up from the ground. He had smacked his head
pretty hard on the boulder when she threw him. He had to admit that he had never
seen that one coming. A long trail of warm, sticky blood flowed from the back of
his head.
I’m wasting too much energy and there’s still one left. I have to take these
guys out quick, Shannon reasoned to herself as the two guys once again attacked
her. Although her energy was slowly returning, she was still too weakened from the
previous battle at the base to hold out against them much longer.
Judging from the way that Carl was just standing there, she could sense
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that he was studying her movements and looking for a weakness. Perhaps he was
waiting for the other two to wear her down before he jumped into the fray. Either
way, she clearly recalled the stunt he pulled on the helicopter. He was definitely not
an enemy to be taken lightly.
The battle raged between her and the other two men for a few more minutes
before she finally saw her opening. Sidestepping to her left as the man with the
blades stabbed towards her midsection with the blade on his right arm, she grabbed
his arm and pulled him off balance and into the path of the other man attacking
from her right side, effectively using his body to shield her from the other guy’s
gauntlet. Using the ice blade in her left hand, she forcefully stabbed it into the soft
spot under his chin and through his skull, killing him instantly.
The man with the gauntlet continued to press his attack, completely
unaware that his counterpart had been killed. Seeing an opening, he reached over
the dead guy’s body and tried to grab Shannon’s hair with his gauntlet. The glove
passed right through her head as a tense stinging sensation swept over him.
Using her phase-through technique, Shannon phased herself through the
bodies of both men before exiting the back of the second, leaving him completely
paralyzed. For a brief second, nothing happened. The man just stood there trembling.
Then suddenly a violent spasm shook his body and torrents of blood spewed from
his mouth, eyes, nose, and ears.
His brain had overloaded from the shock and exploded in his skull. That
was the true effect of her technique, which was why she was a little surprised that it
hadn’t killed Alex when she had used it on him. But then again, Alex was far from
normal. He was a mutant, much like herself.
Shannon stood back-to-back with her victims as both of their bodies slowly
slumped to the sand with the second guy lying on top of the other in a very awkward
sexual position. The use of her phase-through technique always left her temporarily
drained. She was cut and bleeding from a few places where the guy with the blades
had slashed her, and she was beginning to tire. That was exactly what Carl had been
waiting for.
Activating his own armor, Carl waited as the plasma launcher once again
formed on his left forearm while a large sickle-like metal blade formed on his
right and extended past his elbow before taking aim on the girl. Seeing his attack,
Shannon swiftly launched herself into the air as he fired two energy projectiles at
her. The projectiles sped under her and slammed into the beach, causing a huge
explosion that alerted the remaining three RDC members. Turning around, Grays
saw that only Shannon and Carl remained, the rest of his men were littered all over
the beach. He assumed that they were dead. This caught his attention.
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“Boss?” a concerned voice called on the comm-link built into his right ear.
“Keep looking around. Make sure there’s no more witnesses. I think I’ll
stick around here a bit longer,” Grays instructed.
“Roger that. Hicks out,” the man on the other end of the comm-link
concluded before continuing about his duties. Grays slowly began to make his way
towards the fight scene. Any girl who could take out six RDC members by herself
in such a short amount of time was certainly not one to be underestimated. This
would definitely be worth watching.
Flipping over Carl’s head, Shannon landed soundlessly into a crouched
position behind him. Seeing an opening, she rushed him from behind and tried
to run him through his back with her ice blade. Spinning around with undefined
speed, Carl blocked the attack with the blade on his right arm with such force that
it knocked her off balance. Using this to his advantage, he followed up with a hard
boot to her stomach while crossing his right arm in front of his face and using
the heavy plasma launcher on his forearm to deliver a crushing backhand to her
exposed face.
Shannon screamed in pain as the blow lifted her from her feet and sent her
flying seven feet backwards into the air. Landing roughly in the sand, the girl rolled
to her feet just in time to watch him take aim on her yet again. Still dazed from the
previous blow, she just barely managed to roll out of the way of the attack he fired
at her.
Missing her the first time, Carl pressed his attack and released three more
blasts at her, which she skillfully avoided by rolling to her feet and back flipping
down the beach. Seeing that she was too skilled at avoiding his long-range attacks,
Carl rushed to engage her in hand-to-hand combat. His speed was unreal.
As Shannon came out of her last flip, she looked up to see Carl right on top
of her. The man swung at her with the heavy launcher on his left arm. She barley
managed to avoid the attack. Spinning through his previous attack, Carl twirled his
body and brought the blade on his right forearm down on top of her in a reverse
diagonal slashing motion. The girl blocked the attack with her ice blades, but the
force of the impact forced her down to one knee.
Wasting no time, Carl followed up with a hard muay-thai style round kick to
her exposed ribcage which sent her rolling across the sand. Shannon slowly picked
herself up from the ground. His last attack had caught her completely off guard.
A stream of blood trailed from her lips and she was sure her ribs were broken.
However, there was little time to think as Carl rushed her again.
Aiming for her head, Carl launched another round kick. Thinking quickly,
Shannon grabbed his leg as it painfully impacted with her broken ribs and trapped
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it against her body while rolling to her left and tripping Carl in the process. Using
her body’s momentum and his trapped leg to roll him onto his stomach, Shannon sat
on his back and snapped his leg in three places before being hit in the back of the
head with the plasma launcher on his left arm. That thing was starting to become a
real nuisance to her.
Rolling to her feet, Shannon turned to face her maimed opponent. Her head
ached from the last blow, but at least with his leg broken like that, he wouldn’t be
running anywhere now. Even so, he was still dangerous. Watching him once again
lock on to her with his plasma launcher, Shannon quickly decided to end it. Her
body ached all over. There was no way she could hope to dodge the blast in her
current physical condition.
Dropping her two ice blades and placing her hands out in front of her with
one arm above her chest and the other at stomach level, she quickly began to channel
her internal energy into her palms as a swirling ball of water particles began to form
between them. She would only get one shot at this.
“What the hell?” Carl wondered aloud, lowering his launcher and limping
backwards in fear of what he was now seeing. While he had dealt with a lot of
mutants in his day, he had never met one who could control water elements to such
a high degree. The sight temporarily paralyzed him before he forced himself to
recover and once again locked on to her with his plasma launcher. He reacted too
late.
“GEYER CANNON!” Shannon screamed the name of her technique
while rotating her arms, forcing them farther out in front of her with palms facing
outwards. The ball of water in her hand glowed a bright bluish color as she charged
it with super-cold energy before unleashing it at her enemy.
The huge blast of energy swept over Carl, freezing him solid. However, the
energy contained in the blast was so intense that is caused his frozen body to break
apart and disintegrate into millions of tiny particles of ice. When the energy beam
dissipated, nothing at all of him remained and only a long trail of ice stalactites
marked where he had once stood.
“Told you that you weren’t man enough to handle me,” Shannon said,
falling to her knees and panting heavily. Use of that particular technique completely
drained her of the rest of her energy. Fighting with Carl had taken a lot out of her.
She was wondering what would happen next when suddenly she heard a clapping
noise to her right.
It was Grays. She had been so wrapped up in defeating the other guys
that she had completely forgotten about him and the other two who had left the
party. Looking up, she saw the remaining two men coming to join him. She was in
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trouble.
“Now that was impressive! You know, I would almost invite you to join
our little crew, but there’s just one little problem. See, you just killed seven of my
friends. They would never forgive me if I let you just walk out of here,” Grays
explained, shaking his head sorrowfully. “I have to admit, you did put up one hell
of a fight though,” he added thoughtfully.
“Boss, you want us to…” Hicks started.
“No, I think I’ll handle this myself. Been a while since I had a chance to
really cut loose,” Grays told him before looking at Shannon and removing his jacket,
revealing his extremely solid build and two metal bands surrounding his biceps. “I
don’t normally get a chance to play like this. Promise you won’t disappoint me,
ok?” He grinned sinisterly while touching the two bands and activating his armor.
A series of glowing red polygons engulfed his entire body from head to
foot. When the glow faded, Shannon found herself facing a seven-foot mechanized
super-soldier standing battle ready in blazing red armor. She didn’t have time to
react.
With blinding speed, Grays ran up to her and caught her with a heavy straight
kick to the chin, lifting her body completely from the ground. This he followed
with a crushing, downwards forearm to her exposed midsection which slammed her
roughly back down to the sand, causing blood to spurt from the back of her throat.
She lay there completely dazed from his two attacks. There was no way she could
defend herself against his blinding speed and brute strength. She was helpless.
“Awww, that’s it?” Grays frowned through the opening in his armor’s
helmet that allowed his mouth to be seen. Reaching down, he grabbed her roughly
by the throat and effortlessly lifted her off the ground with one hand. “I was hoping
you would put up more of a fight than that. But I have to hand it to you; you did
take out seven of my men. That being the case, I’ll give you a handicap and kill you
quickly.” He glared at her coldly while intensifying his grip around her throat. She
couldn’t breathe and her strength was quickly leaving her.
Channeling more energy into his free left hand, Grays sent a mental
command to the armor. Obeying his wish, a series of polygons formed on his left
fist and transformed into dual six inch laser-blades. He was going to gut her like a
fish when suddenly the sound of rushing wind caught his ear.
Turning his head in that direction, Grays was just in time to catch a highimpact large-caliber bullet to his right shoulder, which sent him sprawling across
the beach and forced him to drop Shannon. The girl hit the ground hard while
gasping for much needed air. He had almost broken her neck. Luckily someone had
come to her aid.
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“Boss! We have incoming!” Green screamed over his shoulder while Grays
slowly picked himself up from the ground. The attack had caught him completely
off guard. Assessing the damage to his shoulder, he could see that the bullet had
almost completely blown away half of it.
The armor surrounding the wound sparked and fizzled while trying to repair
itself, injecting him with highly potent painkillers to minimize the mental stress
from the wound in an attempt to keep him from going into shock. It worked for the
most part, but his armor would take weeks to repair.
“There’s two of them, heading straight for us,” Hicks relayed, fixing his
gaze over the water. In the distance two small objects could just barely be seen
approaching them at high speed.
“Cops?” Grays asked, still inspecting his wound. While the painkillers
effectively numbed the wound, he already knew that he would require medical
attention when he got back to HQ.
“Not sure,” Green admitted.
“Well don’t just fucking stand there, go find out!” Grays screamed at the
two men in front of him, clearly irritated at their stupidity.
“Yes boss!” the two men answered quickly before powering up into battle
armors of their own and springing into the air.
Using the set of twin boosters on their backs, the two men hovered briefly
in the air before rocketing their way out to sea to meet their opponents. As they
approached their targets, they noticed them to be very small fighter jets of some
sort. They had never seen this particular make or model of fighter craft before.
They definitely weren’t standard military or police issue. The two men continued to
approach their targets.
“Well, that certainly got their attention. How’s that for shootin’?” the pilot
of the first fighter craft gloated to his partner while maneuvering and locking on to
the two approaching RDC members.
“Cutting it kind of close, aren’t you? We’re supposed to take them alive
remember?” his female partner scolded him from her own craft.
“Yeah, yeah, I know. Just leave everything to me. I’ll show you how a real
man does things,” the first pilot replied smartly while accelerating his craft to meet
his enemies.
“Now this I gotta see,” his female partner quipped back, following him.
“Who the hell are those guys?” Grays wondered aloud, still looking at his
wounded shoulder. Suddenly his eyes blazed with rage. Whoever they were, he was
going to make them pay for what they had just done to him.
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“So you think you can just take on an elite member of the Red Dragon Clan
and get away with it? We’ll see about that!” he swore to himself, standing and
powering up even further as two large hyper blasters formed on his thighs and dual
twelve-bay missile launchers appeared on his shoulders.
“Let’s rock!” he screamed, grabbing the huge hyper blasters from his legs
and locking on to his targets before unleashing a barrage of blaster fire and heatseeking missiles at them. The missiles sped in a haphazard crisscross pattern across
the open sea, accompanied by thousands of rounds of high-impact laser fire.
Hicks and Green both split up and cut their boosters, allowing Grays’ attack
to bypass them before continuing on their previous course. That would provide
them with some cover fire as they engaged their enemies.
“Incoming!” the pilot of the second craft screamed to her partner as her
craft’s proximity alarm blared, alerting her to the danger. Both pilots immediately
took evasive action against the onslaught.
“Whoa, that bastard sure carries a lot of firepower!” her partner realized,
skillfully maneuvering his craft in between laser fire while dumping a burst of
superheated flak from the his craft to decoy the heat seekers. The missiles went for
the decoy and exploded in a ball of fire as the pilot brought his craft into a steep
nosedive to avoid the resulting concussion.
“I told you,” his partner chided him while easily avoiding the barrage.
“Those suits are made of state-of-the art nanotechnology, which means that these
guys are pretty much walking arsenals so keep it tight!” she advised, knowing full
well that he wasn’t listening to a word that she was saying.
“Geeze, Maya, you sound like my mother! Cover me, I’m going in!” her
partner said, ignoring her warning and stubbornly boosting his way towards the
beach while locking on to Grays.
“No, Chad! Wait!” the female pilot screamed at him, noticing two more
blips on her radar closing in on them from both sides. Chad wasn’t paying her any
attention. “Damn!” she swore to herself, taking a defensive position behind him.
She was going to have a serious talk with that bonehead once this mission was
complete.
“So you wanna play rough?” Chad said while locking on to Grays’ position
on the beach. He was about to open fire on him when his proximity alarm once
again went off. “Shit!” he screamed, instinctively rolling his craft to the left and
just barley evading a strafe of incoming laser fire from the two other Red Dragon
members. He had completely forgotten about them.
“Gotcha!” Hicks declared triumphantly, unleashing a barrage of missile fire
at the first craft. Still evading, Chad flipped his jet over onto its right side and
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barrel-rolled through the onslaught before taking a hit on his right wing.
“Ok, that does it! No more screwing around!” he growled angrily through
clenched teeth while reaching up and flipping a switch above his head. He would
see how well his enemies dealt with this.
The crafts that he and his partner were now piloting were not ordinary
fighter jets. They were part of the SunStar Project. SunStar was a council-funded
top-secret weapons development corporation that was specifically designed to deal
with the Red Dragon threat. The corporation specialized in mechanical design
and human-integrated cybernetic systems. Their primary mission was to develop
weapons that would give the council a more effective means of combating the
RDC. These particular fighter crafts were the first results of many years of research
and design.
Officially named SunStar Transvertable Geo-Fighters, these craft were
smaller and more lightweight than normal fighters, but the advanced technology
that was built into them made them far more lethal than standard military aircraft,
as the two RDC members were about to find out.
Chad’s T-23 fighter slowed down briefly as two mechanical legs formed on
its underside followed by two mechanical arms forming below his wings complete
with dual hyper blasters much like the ones Grays had used. Two high-impact
photon cannons popped out of the back section of the craft and locked themselves
into position on each side of the cockpit. This was the true power of the T-23. Chad
immediately unloaded a flurry of hyper blaster fire at Hicks while launching two
glowing balls of bright blue energy from his dual photon cannons.
“Whoa!” Hicks whistled, just barely managing to avoid the surprise attack.
He had never seen anything like that before. He had no clue that the council had
anything that technically advanced at their disposal. This could mean trouble.
“These must be those SunStar guys we’ve been hearing about. Pretty hightech, but not nearly as advanced as us. Let’s see what he’s got,” Green called to him
on his comm-link while accelerating to join the fray before dodging a strafe of laser
fire of his own.
“Oh no you don’t! You’re my playmate!” Maya challenged him in her now
transformed SunStar 19.
The SunStar 19 was a slightly newer version of Chad’s T-23. It was
smaller and lighter, but it carried a much heavier payload with its newly designed
‘Mongoose’ mini-napalm rockets, ‘Copperhead’ pursuit missiles, dual hyper
blasters and single neuron pulse cannon. It also had a much more advanced fire
control system and better shields than his older model. While his T-23 was much
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more durable, her SunStar 19’s speed greatly outmatched his. The four opponents
locked in deadly aerial combat.
Meanwhile, on the beach, Grays stopped his attack and radioed back to Red
Dragon HQ to notify them of his team’s current situation. His superiors would want
to know about the council’s new battle mechs. However, while he was calling in,
he completely forgot about Shannon, who by now had partially recovered from his
previous assault and was extremely pissed at him for almost breaking her neck.
“So that’s the way you wanna play?” she growled between clenched teeth
while forcing herself to her feet. Her eyes glowed an intense cold blue. She could
barely even stand and had very little physical strength remaining, but she was
determined not to let him get away with what he had just done to her. Closing her
eyes, she focused the last of her mental energy.
Hearing a swirling sound behind him, Grays turned to see Shannon standing
close to the water’s edge with her arms stretched out to the side. A spiral of seawater
flowed around her body as she used her internal energy to manipulate the water
particles around her. This was why it was very dangerous for anyone to fight her
wherever there was a large body of water around because she naturally had the
ability to control it. While use of the technique would leave her in a comatose state
for a few days afterwards due to the intense mental and physical strain it caused her
body, no one she had ever used it against had ever lived to tell about it.
“What the fuck...” Grays cursed, instinctively raising his hyper blasters
and firing on her. The barrage of lasers sped towards her only to be stopped by a
telekinetic shield of water which now protected her. Placing her hands together,
Shannon channeled even more energy into her palms while quickly forming a series
of nine ancient ninjutsu-style hand-seals with her fingers.
She had absolutely no clue as to what these hand movements really meant
or how she had learned to use them, they just seemed to be naturally incorporated
into her being. But the amount of ki she could generate by using the seals to channel
energy through all of the chakras located in her body was unimaginable.
Grays watched in amazement as the water behind her began to rise and
swirl into a deadly hurricane-strength funnel. Forming the last finger seal, which
unknown to her was the seal representing a ‘snake’; she opened her bright blue eyes
and flung her left hand towards the startled RDC member. Obeying her command,
the towering funnel of water bent and twisted while transforming itself into the
shape of a huge water serpent and launching itself at Grays. The serpent’s head
swept past her on the right side.
Terrified, Grays sprayed laser fire into the water snake as it closed in on him.
He was too petrified to move. The attack had absolutely no effect on the serpent as
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it relentlessly continued to make its way towards him. Grays screamed in horror as
the snake opened its mouth and slammed its way into him, swallowing him whole
and ripping him and his armor to shreds.
Shannon watched silently while the snake, having had its feast for the day,
rose high into the air and returned back to the sea with a loud splash, causing a
tsunami wave of water to wash over her and what remained of the his henchmen.
When the wave swept its way back out to sea, only she remained. That was the
power of leviathan.
Powering down, Shannon slowly started to make her way back onto the
beach before falling face first onto the sand. She was too exhausted to move. The
fight had taken a lot out of her and the use of her previous technique had completely
drained her of what little energy she had left. Unable to fight against it, she closed
her eyes and let sleep take her away.
Maya and Chad both managed to make surprisingly quick work of the
remaining two RDC members using their superior piloting skills and vast
arsenal to their full advantage. Unfortunately, both of their enemies had
been killed in the process and not much was left of them to take back to SunStar
headquarters for examination. Heading to the beach in hopes of finding one of the
other members so they could take him back for questioning, they found that there
was surprisingly no resistance against them as they landed their two fighter crafts.
“Hey, what happened to the other guy? I know there were at least three of
them,” Maya inquired, removing her piloting helmet and jumping from her cockpit.
She was a beautiful thirty-four-year-old woman with golden blond hair and blue
eyes. She was a little short for her age, but her extremely toned figure could be seen
through her skintight custom-made jumpsuit. A blaster was strapped to her left hip
and a long knife was strapped to her right thigh.
“Hell if I know,” Chad answered, following suit. He was a thirty-six-yearold Hispanic man with dark black hair and dark brown eyes. While his facial
features clearly showed that he was mixed, his prominent Latino features went
perfectly with his olive skin. His jumpsuit was a little baggier than hers because he
often argued that he was paranoid of the standard SunStar pilot’s uniform cutting
off circulation to his balls while he was seated in the cockpit. That seemed to be a
major issue of concern for him.
However, being one of the only two pilots qualified to fly the SunStar
series prototype fighters, his superiors could hardly argue with him on the point and
finally relented allowing him to comfortable wear his old COBRA-issue jumpsuit
instead. “The rest of them probably left while we were taking out the other two,” he
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guessed with a shrug.
“HQ is gonna have our asses for this one,” Maya commented, shaking her
head sorrowfully in anticipation of the ass-chewing they would receive later for
returning empty-handed.
“No, they’re not. Our instructions were to secretly assist L.A.P.D. after
the bust was made and escort the prisoners back to lockdown until the council
approved the paperwork for them to be released into our custody for experimentation
and inquiry purposes, not to engage in combat. How were we supposed to know
the L.A.P.D. would blow the entire sting mission? That’s their screw up, not ours,”
Chad reasoned casually.
“I hope you’re right,” Maya said, shaking her head doubtfully, although
he did have a valid point. He was very good at getting them both in and out of
trouble.
“Hey, wait a minute. Who’s that? I think we have a survivor,” Chad called
to her while pointing down the beach. A lone figure was laying face down in the
sand.
“Looks like it might be our lucky day. Come on!” he grinned broadly
before sprinting down the beach. Maya just shook her head. He could be such a
child sometimes, but that was why she loved him. Turning, she ran after him.
“It’s a girl,” Maya observed upon reaching their find. Chad was kneeling
down and gently turned the unconscious girl over onto her back. “And not a bad
looking one at that,” he added, being instantly captured by her beauty. “Looks
like you’ve got some competition beautiful,” he taunted, casting Maya a wayward
glance.
“Down boy!” She ignored the remark and knelt down beside him while
checking the girl’s vital signs. Her pulse was very weak, but she was breathing. She
would need medical attention very soon.
“Looks like she’s pretty roughed up,” Chad stated, noting the many slashes
and bruises she had all over her body.
“Could be a surfing accident for all we know. What the hell is she doing
here anyway? She sure picked a hell of a place to wash up if she was caught up in
something like that,” Maya replied, studying the girl thoughtfully.
“Look like knife wounds to me,” Chad replied, pointing to one of the clean
slashes on the girl’s left forearm.
“Think she could have had a run-in with our boys?” Maya asked, looking at
him.
“Don’t know, but it’s possible. Maybe she was part of the sting mission,”
Chad guessed.
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“Well, she’s still alive. Should we take her back for questioning? Maybe she
saw something,” Maya suggested.
“And what, blow our cover? What if it really was a surfing accident? All of
our work to keep this thing top secret would be flushed right down the toilet. Not to
mention what would happen to us afterwards,” Chad pointed out.
“Well, we can’t just leave her here,” Maya started to interject when the
sound of police sirens caught their attention. “Well, look who finally decided to
show up,” she commented, breathing a slight sigh of relief.
At least now she would feel a lot better leaving the girl here by herself,
although she knew that once she woke up she would probably be subjected to hours
of questioning by the L.A.D.P. as to how on earth she managed to wind up in the
middle of a crime scene.
Then again, maybe she was one of them, Maya didn’t know. Either way, it
would beat carrying her back to SunStar HQ and trying to explain to her superiors
why they were bringing home unauthorized strays.
“Well, kiddo, looks like you’re in luck,” Chad said, looking at the young
girl before placing her head in a more comfortable position and covering her with a
jacket that he had mysteriously acquired along the way.
“Where’d you get that?” Maya asked curiously.
“Found it lying next to her. Listen, we’d better bounce before they catch on
to us,” Chad told Maya, turning to leave the scene before something else caught his
eye. “Hey, what’s that?” he asked curiously, noticing a large silver briefcase lying
in the sand not too far away from them. He hadn’t noticed it before.
“Who cares, if you’re curious about it just grab it and let’s get out of here.
Come on!” Maya called to him, already running to her aircraft.
Heeding her advice, Chad grabbed the briefcase and threw it into the cockpit
of the T-23 before jumping into the pilot’s seat and strapping himself in. Wasting
no time, the two pilots lifted off from the beach and engaged their crafts’ cloaking
devices before shooting across the open sea and leaving the mysterious girl on the
beach…
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Epilogue 3

Strange Awakening

BLACK

A vortex of lightning flashed in an alleyway, stirring up a flurry of dust and
abandoned newspapers in what was now known as New Manhattan. As the time rift
began to close, two bodies fell through it and slammed roughly into the huge pile
of garbage below. Vince immediately scrambled to his feet, but he was in very bad
shape. He was cut, bruised, and bleeding from everywhere and could barely even
stand.
Although he couldn’t really remember what took place after the blast back
at the base, he and the Hunter had been locked in battle for a seemingly endless
amount of time. Unfortunately for him, the Hunter was clearly winning this
particular battle. Vince’s body was shaking and it felt as though his entire soul had
been turned inside out. Shaking his head, he forced himself to focus on the task at
hand as the Hunter sprang to its feet and once again charged into him.
Grabbing him by the throat, the Hunter slammed him headfirst through
a nearby alley wall before slinging him like a rag doll into the wall on
the other side. Vince smacked into the wall in a completely upside-down
position before falling into the pile of garbage below. Fortunately, the bags of trash
broke his fall.
The Hunter leapt into the air and came crashing down on top of him while
planting a heavy heel into his stomach. The blow knocked the wind out of him,
but Vince managed to capture the alien’s foot in the process. Kipping his body
backwards, Vince kicked the Hunter squarely in its armored chin before rolling to
his feet with the alien’s leg still in his grasp. Using brute strength, he slung the alien
by its leg and threw it headfirst into a wall. Payback.
Recovering quickly, the Hunter charged him again. Having no time to
locate either of his blades, which were no doubt buried somewhere under the heaps
of garbage in the alley, Vince had to rely solely on his fist to beat back the Hunter’s
attack.
The battle between them raged for more than a few more minutes as both
of them exchanged blow for blow. The Hunter still had a slight advantage due to
the long blades on its elbows, but its bulky form made it hard for the cybernetically
enhanced soldier to maneuver in the somewhat confined space. This gave Vince a
lethal edge.
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Dodging a vicious straight kick from the alien’s left foot, Vince watched
as the foot punctured deep into the alley wall before spinning his body around the
attack and countering with a crushing backhand to the Hunter’s unprotected face.
Seeing an opening, he aimed a hard stomping heel kick to the alien’s exposed right
knee, concaving it backwards with a sickening crunch.
The Hunter seemed not to notice that its leg was broken and immediately
tried to decapitate Vince with the blade on its right elbow. Flipping with the attack,
Vince caught the alien with a hard capoeria-style cartwheel kick to the face with
his right heel which sent it staggering backwards. This he quickly followed up with
a vicious spinning cyclone kick to the Hunter’s face with his right leg followed by
a hard capoeria-style spinning back roundhouse kick with his left, before finishing
the combo with a punishing straight right side kick to the chin. The Hunter flew
backwards into the wall from the force of the attack. However, the alien was far
from finished.
Raising its left arm, the Hunter fired a deadly blast of blue energy from
the palm of its hand. Ducking below the attack, Vince instinctively reached into
his right boot and found that there was one throwing knife remaining. The Hunter
once again fired at him. Rolling to his right, Vince avoided the deadly ray of energy
while simultaneously flinging the blade in his hand into his enemy’s left eye. For
the first time since their long battle began, the alien screamed in pain.
Rolling to his feet, Vince accidentally slipped on a garbage bag and fell
backwards. He was trying to get back to his feet when his right hand came across a
razor sharp object buried beneath the garbage. It was one of the blades to his combo
sword!
Saved by a very timely stroke of luck, Vince picked the weapon up just in
time to deflect the Hunter’s deadly elbow blades as it once again charged into him.
Even with a broken leg, the monster could still move with undefined speed.
The Hunter continued to press its fierce onslaught, pushing Vince towards
the alley’s back wall. Vince knew that he would be cornered if he ever managed to
get pushed back to that point. It took everything he had just to deflect the alien’s
blades. He was completely exhausted. He would have to make this quick.
Dodging yet another slash, Vince executed a series of back handsprings as
his enemy closed in on him. Thinking that it finally had him cornered, the Hunter
once again raised its arm and fired its destructive hand blast.
Somersaulting backwards, Vince placed his feet up against the alley’s back
wall and used it to catapult himself from the back of the alley to the left wall and
over the bolt of blue energy just seconds before the blast impacted.
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Reaching the second wall, he used the same technique to vault himself over
the Hunter’s head while twirling his body in the air and using the sword in his right
hand to slash deep into the alien’s armored neck as he passed above its head.
Tucking his legs, this allowed his body to fall into a tight front somersault
while using the blade to slash deep into his enemy’s armored back in a rising motion.
Landing on his feet, he completed the technique by spinning around and grabbing
the alien by the forehead and stabbing the blade straight through its back. This fight
was finished.
A few minutes later, Vince slowly emerged from the alley clutching his
enemy’s severed head and spinal cord in his right hand before flinging it
roughly into a nearby garbage can in disgust. The sword was once again
properly sheathed on his back. Completely worn out, He placed his back against the
wall and sank into a sitting position, panting for breath. That was close.
His thoughts were a blur and his body ached all over. He was bleeding
everywhere. He had won, but it would take his healing factor days to repair the
damage that he had sustained from the battle. However, upon opening his eyes, he
realized that that was least of his concerns at the moment.
Looking about, he noticed for the very first time that he was in a huge and
beautiful city surrounded by buildings and streets. He had never seen anything like
it in his life.
“What the…?” Vince started, quickly forcing himself to his feet despite the
intense pain his body was enduring. He was completely mesmerized by the scene.
On the streets literally hundreds of people walked casually by him, seemingly
completely unaware of his presence. What is this place? he thought to himself,
unsure of exactly what to do or think.
Just then a taxi flew overhead and blared its horn, effectively shaking him
from his trance. Thousands of airborne automobiles hovered busily in the night sky
above. Glancing around, Vince ripped the top off of a nearby garbage can that was
stuffed full of printed papers. Rummaging through them, he quickly found what he
was looking for. It was a newspaper. The title read ‘The Attraxian Times’. The date
on it read ‘January 3, 2911’.
2911! How the hell? Vince thought to himself as a brief sense of panic swept
over him before he managed to gain control over his emotions. “This can’t be right.
Can it? Think…” he said to himself, closing his eyes.
As far as he could remember, he and the Hunter had been fighting while Alex
and the rest of his team were trying to escape the base in Area 41. He remembered a
huge explosion, but nothing that happened during that sequence of events could even
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come close to explaining how he had wound up in such a strange and mysterious
place. Unless…
A time portal, he thought to himself, recalling the swirling blue pool of
mysterious energy that he and the Hunter had been fighting in front of at the time
of the blast. “That has to be it. I must’ve gotten blown through it when that damn
tank locked on to us. The question is, how do I get back?” he reasoned. For him,
that meant two things.
One, that meant that if he made it back here in one piece, whatever the
Shi’aki had been sending here before him had probably also made it here intact as
well. The easiest way for him to find out how he had wound up here was to track
them down and see exactly what they were up to. Not an easy task given he had no
clue as to where he was, but at least it was a starting point.
Two, that also meant that unless he found another way to get back to his
own time period, he was stuck here. Not that it really mattered. Actually, he wasn’t
even sure if he really wanted to go back to his own time period. He had no family
and very few friends so it was highly likely that no one would even miss him,
except for the major and maybe Shannon.
For some reason, he had started to pick up on a slight connection forming
between them. He had never really allowed himself to get attached to anyone after
his sister’s death. But for some reason she was different. If there was anyone that
he was going to miss in that world, it was her; although he couldn’t explain why.
A deep sense of sorrow began to well up inside of him as the thought of not
seeing her again slowly began to hit home. He didn’t know why it bothered him so
much. Maybe he was getting soft. Even Naomi and Dutch had started to work their
way into him a little bit. Maybe it was because he felt responsible for them for some
reason. He wished that he could see them again.
As for Alex, he was a completely different story. Although Vince neither
liked him nor disliked him, he had started to develop a sense of warrior’s respect for
him. He was going to miss him a little bit. Hope those guys made it out of there ok,
he thought to himself, saying a quick prayer for their safe return back to Octagon.
Looking down at his arm, he noticed for the first time he was bleeding all
over the place from multiple wounds. Just then, it began to rain. Spying an old and
worn rain parka in one of the garbage cans, Vince removed it and slung it across
his head and shoulders. The last thing he needed right now was to draw any more
unnecessary attention to himself. The fight with the Hunter had taken a lot out of
him.
Right now the only thing keeping him on his feet was his curiosity as to
exactly how he had wound up in such a strange predicament. However, he knew
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that he was too exhausted to continue this way for much longer. He needed to find
a place to hole up so that his wounds could heal. Maybe then he could start to make
more sense of all this.
Vince was a genius. During his childhood, he had self-studied almost every
subject imaginable as he had trained his mind and body to single-handedly wage
war on the Shi’aki.
While he was living in the abandoned COBRA base he had found when he
was young, he often studied the base’s historical records in an attempt to find out
more about the Shi’aki and where they came from so that he could hopefully find a
common weakness that would aid him in wiping them out. During his research, he
learned a lot of things about the old world and how things had progressed before the
Great Catastrophe. There was little information after that.
Thinking about the date on the newspaper, his memory recalled a lot of
vital information he needed to know about this particular time period. Besides his
unusual strength and agility, and a superior intellect to most people, Vince was also
very cunning and could learn to adapt himself to any situation. That was what made
him dangerous.
Right now he needed three things; first was a place to rest while his healing
factor could repair the damage to his body. He was losing blood fast and needed to
find shelter from the rain. Second, was a way to find out where the Shi’aki had gone
and what exactly they were up to. He would decide what to do about getting back
to his own time period later after he put the Shi’aki to rest once and for all.
From his point of view, this place was as good of a place as any to continue
taking his revenge on them. Besides that, it seemed to have a lot more to offer in
the way of technology and energy sources than his time period had. That would
definitely give him an edge. Maybe staying here wouldn’t be so bad after all, but he
would miss Shannon.
Watching someone purchasing something in a store across the street, he
remembered that the third thing he needed was money. This time period still had
a functional economic and currency system. He highly doubted that anyone here
would give him anything for free based solely on his good looks, especially not
in his current condition. He would have to figure out exactly how the currency
system here worked later, but for now what he needed was something to get himself
started.
Spying a wealthy looking man in a business suit, Vince made his approach.
The man seemed to be paying him very little attention. Bumping into him, Vince
apologized respectfully while locating the wallet in his back pants pocket and
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removing it along with the blaster on his right thigh before slowly making his way
down the street. It wouldn’t take him long to get used to his new surroundings and
once he did, the hunt would commence….
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