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 1
REALITY CHECK 
 
      
 
    "Alpha-Five, stay in formation, everyone else, keep your plasma cannons ready, sensors detect them at ten thousand meters and closing fast, we cannot lose formation," Sean barked over comms.  
 
    Packed in tightly together were eight of the new Class-V ‘Scimitar’ Terran fighters that had been commissioned before the invasion of Earth. Their smooth curves and extended rear wings gave them an aerodynamic flow and manoeuvrability that outpaced the other major race’s atmospheric craft.  
 
    “Stay sharp,” he said to the squadron of inexperienced pilots, “they’ll quickly be on top of us, so stay focused, and fire on my signal.”  
 
    The fighters, while small and agile, packed devastating firepower with their high-powered plasma weapons as well as the Mark-IV Nightshade missiles that were tucked tightly under the hull. 
 
    “I see them, Captain, I’m gaining a lock now,” Alpha four’s call designation flashed up on Sean’s HUD.  
 
    They punched through the blinding cloud cover of Earth, a light breeze gusted against their vessels providing some gentle turbulence. Sean adjusted his yaw without thinking, disengaging the auto-pilot. 
 
    The inside of his cockpit flashed a pale blue, single target acquired announced the monotone female AI, arming weapons – ready to fire on your command. A stream of information scrolled across his visor, it showed the enemy had formed into a vertical ring and advanced ominously towards them. 
 
    “Alright everyone, good luck, when the Xuron come knocking’ we’ll keep rockin’,” Sean’s flaccid sense of humour calmed the rookie pilots. 
 
    He wasn’t nervous, he had fought against worse odds before and this was on home turf. A chorus of muffled affirmatives came back over the radio, pushing their way through the growing static as the enemy attempted to scramble their comms. Not very original he thought, quickly deploying countermeasures that caused an unseen force to defeat the Xuron disruption. 
 
     Advancing towards them, the immense ring the enemy formed became visible, it was a great piece of piloting, he knew, but the tactic was completely foreign to him.  
 
    “Now!” he ordered while pressing down hard on the trigger.  
 
    A low, deep rumble vibrated through the cockpit as the weapons spooled up and spewed out bursts of plasma at an extreme rate of fire. The ring of Xuron fighters, which were of a design he hadn’t seen before, peeled away from their formation like a flower blooming in spring, before slowing in mid-flight allowing the Terran vessels to speed past them.  
 
    “Damn it,” he growled whilst peering behind him at the fighters now on his tail. 
 
    Veering violently from left to right, he tried to shake the Xuron off, but the creature was persistent, its plasma weapons tore past Sean’s cockpit in short bursts of crippling heat that buzzed against the window. He was rocked in his seat when a bolt of plasma slammed against the shield. A bright blue energy quickly wrapped around the Scimitar before disappearing as the defences dissipated the incoming fire.  
 
    “Get off me,” he barked, looking over his shoulder towards the craft the followed tightly. 
 
    Across the battlefield, he watched the other Terran pilots arcing across the sky to avoid the heavy plasma fire which illuminated the thick clouds a luminous green. With the flick of a switch, the rear-camera activated and overlaid into his HUD. The bulky design of the Xuron fighter left a lot to be desired with its bleak grey and brown pitted organic surface, its blocky construction looked rushed and unfinished.  
 
    With another flash of the shields, he knew it was time to act. Quickly, he yanked the ship to port and pulled the fighter around in a tight turn, he watched on as the Xuron vessel lumbered around in a wide arc, not able to match his nimble movements. He knew he had the upper-hand with his agility, the Terran’s new hybrid grav and thrust drives provided all the manoeuvrability he needed with the raw speed of a chemical burn.  
 
    “I’ve got you now,” he whispered under his breath. 
 
    As the Xuron fighter made its way around, Sean pulled back on the flight stick and brought the Scimitar around in a loop to end up above the hulking mass. With s controlled press of the trigger, the ship’s weapons spooled up and spewed hundreds of tiny plasma bolts towards the target’s hull. The damage was immediate. Tears ripped across the outer skin of the ship which began to twist and contort. In a bright flash of light, the fighter exploded in a cloud of green gas, its debris fell as meteors of flames towards the towering peaks below. 
 
    “Gotcha,” he shook a clenched fist in celebration. 
 
    Wasting no time, he scanned the skies and picked out his next target, a lone Xuron ranger on the outskirts of the dogfight taking pot-shots at the Terran vessels with its long-range weapons.  
 
    Pressing down hard on the accelerator, the chemical engines burst into life and pinned him back into his cushioned seat. A bright flame billowed out from his thrusters as he streaked away from the cloud cover.  
 
    When in range, an information panel flashed into existence on his HUD displaying all relevant data on his target. It was skinny and had a low profile, the weapons fixed on the top and bottom of the craft were designed for range, the ship would circle battles picking off its targets one-by-one without ever engaging in a direct fight.  
 
    The Ranger instantly took notice of Sean. Long streaks of dark energy skimmed past his cockpit window. Quickly, he threw his ship about to avoid the deadly accurate weapons that were aimed his way.  
 
    I’m never gonna get close enough he thought. Quickly, he switched the sensors to their long-range variants and locked onto the Xuron. A flatline beep let him know missiles were locked. Then, with a tap of the small red button inlaid on his flight stick, two Nightshade missiles dropped from his hull and streaked out across the sky leaving two thick, shimmering blue trails behind them.  
 
    He listened to the signature high-pitched shriek they made at hypersonic speeds. When they drew near their target, their nose cones detached, and ten mini-rockets lanced out of each slamming into their target.  
 
    The lead missiles neutralised the craft’s energy shielding, allowing the follow-up explosives to tear deep into the ship, destroying it from the inside in a bright blue explosion. There wasn’t much left of the vessel apart from the usual cloud of green mist and falling debris.  
 
    “Report,” he barked over the radio. 
 
    “We’ve lost three already, Sir,” replied one of the rattled Airman. 
 
    “Damn,” he sighed. 
 
    He was down three pilots, but the Xuron numbers were equally diminished, he knew if he kept his head and got his next move right, the fight could be over within minutes.  
 
    “This is Alpha-Nine, I’m coming in from the outskirts, I’m going to pass over the enemy and tear into them, just keep ‘em occupied.”  
 
    He pulled back hard and brought the Scimitar around for an attacking run. Two Xuron ships flared up on his HUD as his dual plasma weapons locked onto their targets. He felt strong, invincible, he would return to base a hero, four kills in a single mission was a great feat, especially for him. 
 
    His finger twitched, ready for what was coming. But, just as he pressed down, an alarm blared out from his computer.  
 
    Pull up, pull up it said.  
 
    But, before he could react, one of the Xuron ships appeared from below and across his cockpit. He slammed into the side of the hulking organism. A bright white light filled the cockpit as the two fused into a single mass of twisted metals and flesh leaving nothing recognisable of the individual vessels. 
 
      
 
    Simulation End 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Sean sighed as the two large words were displayed on his view screen in condescending red letters, “I really thought I’d at least do better than last time.”  
 
    “Stay still, we’ll remove the gear for you,” came a familiar voice from his side.  
 
    With a pop, the power lines were decoupled from the hulking virtual reality helmet. The mask hissed open as it split down the middle and curled back away from his face, revealing his skin to the bitterly frigid air that swirled around the temperature controlled room.  
 
    Banks of computers lined every wall to provide the raw processing power needed to calculate all the variables within the Scimitar simulation program. Looking down, he uncoupled the harnesses which held him in place and threw them to the side with a huff. He was annoyed at himself for not beating the high score once again, it was just another mediocre performance to add to his list. 
 
    “Can I get out now?” he asked impatiently.  
 
    Since the Mar’Ell was assigned to a deep space assignment, all he had in life was his house and a job he hated. There was one redeeming influence on his life, though – Taris.  
 
    “Come on,” he pestered, “are my vitals clear or what? I just want to get a cup of coffee and get this show over with, no doubt you’ll want me back tomorrow.” 
 
    “We will, you’re right,” the lead scientist admitted. He was an incredibly stylish man, his rough stubble was well-groomed, not a single hair was ever out of place on his thick head of combed back hair. “More tests need to be done, Ambassador, and you’re the most capable of testing them at this precise moment with our… actual pilots off fighting in the war.”  
 
    “Alright, alright, just stop nagging me, can I get up now?” he asked. 
 
    “You can get up,” the scientist admitted with a smile. 
 
    “Finally.”  
 
    With a push on the large chair’s armrests, Sean hoisted himself out from the cushioned seat and slid down the enormous leg rest until his feet were safely grounded. 
 
    Relaxing, he stretched his muscles, he always found himself racing with adrenaline after the simulations and needed a way to calm himself down, exercise and a big mug of coffee usually did the trick – For the time being.  
 
    “So, how did I do Sergeant?” he asked the large man who sat behind a wooden desk in the corner of the room.  
 
    “Rubbish, I don’t even know why we’re bothering with you, you’ve grown too accustomed to that alien technology and don’t respect good old Earth values,” he growled. 
 
    The man was someone to be afraid of, he was a loose cannon and would snap at a moment’s notice, the complete opposite to the scientist. His hair was greasy and unkempt; his uniform was riddled with creases and his attitude stunk of someone who had been passed up for a promotion one too many times. He had no idea how someone like the Sergeant made his way to a secure assignment such as this, but there he sat, with a constant frown scrawled deep into his rough, pitted face. 
 
    “Yeah, respecting good old Earth values has gotten you far, hasn’t it, Sergeant,” Sean teased, he knew it was the quickest way to make the operator lose his cool, prompting yet another investigation into his procedures and practices.  
 
    He looked on as the man’s nostrils flared and his face turned a bright red as he bit his lip as hard as he could, he would have liked nothing more than to floor Sean here and now, but the Navy’s prized asset was untouchable.  
 
    Circling the room, Sean made his way over to a table full of refreshments, grabbed a polystyrene cup and poured himself a serving of the worst coffee from here to the Ioution homeworld. His face contorted as he took a sip of the sour tar people in this facility called a drink, but there was something oddly endearing about it, he almost enjoyed the foul taste and saw it as a challenge to finish his cup every time.  
 
    “So, what do we have planned tomorrow… Erm…” Sean asked, looking towards the scientist as he drew a blank on his name. 
 
    “Richard,” the scientist laughed, “Richard Wood, and for tomorrow?” he pondered for a moment, “Tomorrow, I would like to run the Scimitar simulation again, but maybe reduce the damage the Xuron ships inflict.” 
 
    “It feels pretty in-line with real life to me.” 
 
    “You could very well be right, but only a handful of pilots have managed to defeat the sim, so something is fundamentally wrong somewhere along the chain from training to here,” Richard mused, turning to read the simulation printouts which spewed out from the machine into a crumpled pile on the floor.  
 
    “Or maybe we’re just underestimating the threat?” Sean questioned, “they’re deadly, smart, agile, possess a natural strength we as Humans could only ever dream of, they’re a formidable enemy and this world is stupidly ignoring their existence because of one – Lucky – victory.” 
 
    “A victory you were instrumental in,” Richard removed his glasses, cleaning the lenses with the end of his tie, “do you not believe we as a race can defeat this threat? Even with our advancements in technology?” 
 
    “It’s been a few months since they were defeated and forced off Earth, and I wasn’t the only one to do that by the way, there were thousands of people who gave their lives that day to protect the planet. I might be some pathetic poster child for the whole thing, but don’t give me all the credit,” Sean scowled. 
 
    “Alright, I’m sorry I hit a nerve,” Richard said, putting his hands up as if to say he wasn’t going to push the subject any further.  
 
    Sean was apathetic to the whole thing, since that day his life had been a living hell, he couldn’t leave his house without being stopped and interrogated about it all over again. He understood people were interested in what he had to say, but there wasn’t any more he could share, he killed the President of the Empire and that was that. He longed for the day when the Mar’Ell would return if it ever returned, and swept him away on another adventure into the depths of space, he had grown tired of his own race and just wanted to get away. 
 
    “Can I go now?” Sean asked as a creeping malaise threatened to again entangle him in its suffocating embrace. 
 
    “Sure, but as always, be careful of the front entrance, I’ve heard it’s worse than usual,” Richard sighed, feeling his friends internal pain. 
 
    “Worse?” Sean groaned, “how could it be worse than last time…”  
 
    With a nod to the staff who were trying hard not to eavesdrop, he grabbed his jacket and quickly left. 
 
    He caught a glimpse of himself in the polished windows that lined the exit hallway, he was a mess, he hadn’t shaved in weeks, his normal cropped hair had grown out and looked as if a bird had made its nest there. 
 
     The bright overhead lights burned his squinting eyes, he should have waited for them to readjust, he knew, but he was in a hurry to get home and crash out. The nods and smiles he got from everyone he walked past still creeped him out, they knew everything there was to know about him, but he knew nothing about them, it was the life that had been forced upon him in these modern times.  
 
    As he opened the door to the large reception area, the female receptionist sat behind the desk gave him a panicked look, he knew what it meant, he could hear the crowd outside the one-way view glass entrance doors.  
 
    He gave the young women a defeated smile and made his way across the polished marble floor to the door that led outside. With a single hand placed on the handle, he let out a sigh and pushed open the glass frame.  
 
    The instant he was exposed, bright flashes bombarded him from every direction blurring his vision, people to his left and right shouted his name trying to draw his attention.  
 
    “Is it true you’re testing a new fighter?” 
 
    “We’ve heard that you’re having an affair, can you comment on that?” 
 
    “Why are you still on Earth and not out there championing the fight against the Xuron?”  
 
    He covered his face with his jacket and walked down the stone steps as fast as he could. Reporters followed his every move since they had moulded him into a champion the entire planet could get behind in a time of war, he didn’t ask for this, he didn’t want this, they pushed the story without a second thought to his personal life or what he wanted. Even a quick peek from under his jacket to get his bearings on where he walked was an invitation for the blinding flashes to assault him, he dreamt of sitting at home, watching the game with a beer, and relaxing. 
 
    “Mister,” came a voice from below him, “mister!” the voice repeated, this time tugging at his shirt for attention. He looked down to see a girl stood with a picture of him and a pen. 
 
    “Can I have your autograph,” she smiled. 
 
    He thought about it for a moment, and nodding, he removed his jacket and went to pick up the pen lying on the paper, but the instant he removed his coat reporters crowded around him and pushed the girl aside to get their own close-up pictures of him.  
 
    He was done, finished with the world, with the jacket firmly back over his head he ran down the steps and slid into the waiting car. Quickly, the driver slammed Sean’s door shut, slid into the vehicle, and sped away.  
 
    Sean sprawled out on the backseat as the windows faded to a dark black, he had escaped them for now, but they would be back tomorrow, and the next day, and the one after that.  
 
    “Good day, Sir?” Robin, the driver, asked.  
 
    He was dressed in a sharp black suit, black glasses, and had a pistol under his jacket at all times in case anything ever got out of hand, he trusted Robin with his life, he was but one in his small circle of confidants.  
 
    “You could say that,” Sean joked, relaxing a little as he grabbed a can of pop from the inbuilt fridge. 
 
    “How did the testing go?” 
 
    “You know I can’t talk about it, Rob, I know how excited you are about all that stuff, but I just can’t, not yet,” he admitted. 
 
    “Very well, Sir,” Robin nodded. “Do you want to head home?” 
 
    “Yeah, home sounds good right about now, wake me when we’re there,” Sean said as he rested his head back and slowly drifted away… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2
BREAKING THE MOLD 
 
      
 
    The morning sun woke Sean with a warm kiss. Yawning, he turned to the sleeping Ioution beside him, her light purple skin was iridescent in the hazy morning light. Taris’ calm, shallow breaths becalmed his troubled thoughts and awoke deep feelings he never knew he had.  
 
    She had decided to move in shortly after the battle with the Xuron and was enamoured with everything Earth had to offer. Her acceptance into a new species had been a revelation and hopefully a sign of a race that was slowly enlightening.   
 
    “Good morning,” he whispered. 
 
    At the sound of his voice, the bay window glass turned from opaque to clear, revealing a golden beach which welcomed the light rolling waves. With a final yawn, he pushed himself up. Splitting the bay doors open, a light cooling breeze rolled in and caressed his warm skin inviting him to step outside. 
 
    “Nice,” he smiled, his eyes closed. He took in a long, deep breath and slowly exhaled, purging any remaining demons from the prior day. 
 
    Sitting at a driftwood table on the balcony, a small service bot placed a mug of coffee in front of him. 
 
     “Cheers, Freddie,” the bot paused as if going to reply before scurrying away. 
 
    With their Ioution alliance blossoming, advanced robotics and A.I. quickly boomed across the planet. This one, which he called Freddie, was a gift from one of the many companies trying to get the ambassador to be their frontman. 
 
    Looking out across the beach, he rose his mug to the family who lived two doors up – The Jones’ -  as they strolled with their black and white Shih-Tzu dog across the golden sands. 
 
    He opened a data pad and scrolled through the latest news pages, the headline was a propaganda piece about the Xuron War and how well it was going on the front lines. Scoffing, he turned the page and saw his face scrawled across the paper with the headline ‘Ambassador Shuns Young Girl Asking for Autograph.’ With a clenched fist, he threw the pad across the balcony and receded into himself, disgusted at the drivel newspapers would print when there were real issues, not just on Earth, but across the Galaxy. 
 
    “Why do I even bother?” he sighed, taking a sip of his steaming hot drink, inhaling the sweet mixture of fumes that filled the air. I wonder what the Mar’Ell is up to he thought, one assignment to deep space and I never hear from them again, I shouldn’t be surprised.  He shuddered involuntarily at the thought of rejection demanding attention. “Get a grip,” he whispered just as his comms unit signalled an incoming video call. 
 
    “Ah, Mr Maguire, it is so good to see you are awake and well, I hope yesterday was not too stressful,” Omo said in his usual patronising tone.  
 
    Omo was an Ioution scientist embedded within the Scimitar program, like most Ioutions that took up residence on Earth, they thought highly of themselves and looked down on most Humans. His silver skin and broad, cocky grin always managed to ruin Sean’s day, but Omo was someone he had to endure and work with, at least for the time being. 
 
    “Morning Omo,” Sean replied while massaging his forehead, “what can I do for you on this previously beautiful day?” 
 
    “I am glad you asked Human,” the Ioution perked up with a slanted smile that could only spell trouble. “The Scimitar’s are not making enough progress and I would like to step up the intensity of simulation training to three times a day.” 
 
    “Three times!?” Sean barked, incredulous, “two is more than enough I think, these damn fighters are already in production, Omo, how much more tweaking and testing can we do?” 
 
    “We can tweak and test for the rest of eternity if you like, nothing is ever perfect Sean, you should be well aware of that,” Omo smiled, goad him into retaliating.  
 
    “Leave me alone, Omo, you’ve ruined a perfectly good morning with your ugly face,” he said, placing his mug on the table. “Oh, and I’m going to be in an hour late today.” 
 
    “An hour late, why?” 
 
    “Because I said so,” Sean replied while closing the communicator and ending the call. “Pfft, three times a day, what do they think I am, a rat on a wheel?” shaking his head, he stretched out and felt arms suddenly wrap around his chest. 
 
    “Morning,” Taris beamed while looking down into his eyes, with a quick peck on his forehead she moved around, grabbed his half-empty mug of coffee, and sat down in a chair wearing nothing more than a long football shirt. “Omo?” she quizzed with the mug muffling her speech. 
 
    “Omo,” Sean nodded, “that little punk, next time I see him I’m going to…” 
 
    “You’re going to do nothing,” she declared, smiling, “you’re a soft touch, everybody knows that, I bet you a thousand credits you won’t do a thing.” 
 
    “A thousand credits?” Sean sat up, suddenly interested, “you’re on, I’m going to… I’ll… I’ll switch around his lab coats so he can’t get access to restricted areas.” 
 
    “Oh, you bad boy,” she smirked, laughing at him, “what are you going to do after that? Mix his socks around so he doesn’t have the same colour on? Watch out, I smell a serial killer.” 
 
    Looking on in frustration, he watched as she laughed and put her feet up on a chair, the long scar that ran down her thigh was a reminder of what could happen in the Galaxy if you crossed the wrong people. He cleared his mind and stood up, waving away her mocking glare before she burst out into another fit of laughter, he played the victim, but seeing her happy made him feel as if everything was right and fair in the world once more. 
 
    “You fancy some breakfast?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh,” Taris squealed, it was her favourite meal of the day, “what was that long yellow thing you gave me the other day with those odd flake things?” 
 
    “A banana and puffed flakes?” he looked at her puzzled, “you liked that?” 
 
    “I loved that, the fruit had a rich, deep sweetness to it that blended so well with the savoury crunch from the flakes, ugh I want it now,” she demanded while clapping her hands with joy.  
 
    She was like a child when getting to eat food from Earth, he wasn’t surprised as after surviving on Ioution meals for a while, puffed flakes to him tasted like the best thing he had ever eaten.  
 
    With a nod, he strolled off through their messy bedroom and stepped into the living room, as it detected his presence, the television flashed into life, changing the channel to the daily sports news. The low volume created a background noise that gave the whole house a homely atmosphere.  
 
    With his presence, the kitchen appliances all switched on and displayed a list of available ingredients with potential recipes he could construct. 
 
    “Good morning, Sir,” one of the culinary robots said in its default cheerful tone, “what are you and Lady Taris having on this fine morning?”  
 
    “Morning Clive,” Sean muttered as he grabbed the fruit and began peeling, “nothing special today I’m afraid, we’re having fruit and flakes – Again,” he scoffed, putting the banana on the chopping board, drawing a sharp knife and slicing away. 
 
    “Magnificent,” Clive cheered, “Lady Taris rated that particular meal five stars yesterday so I updated your shopping list to reflect her change in taste.” 
 
    “No,” Sean snapped, pointing his finger towards the confused bot, “do not do that, I want some bacon, eggs, sausages, anything but all this healthy crap.”  
 
    With a double beep, the bot sunk back into its alcove allowing its owner to carry on unabated. Shaking his head, he grabbed the box of flakes from above him, poured a bowl full, dropped the sliced bananas on top, poured some milk out from a dispenser and went to slide the box back into its snug cubby hole.  
 
    As he pushed the box in, the milk that sat motionless in the bowls began to gently vibrate. A weak ripple formed across its surface, the vibrations grew until he felt a low rumble rippling through his chest.  
 
    “What the hell,” he muttered, returning quickly to the raised deck, breakfast completely forgotten about. 
 
    “Oh… My… God, it can’t be.” 
 
    A cloud of sand was blasted in every direction by the sleek, metallic shuttle that hovered above his balcony. It’s flowing aerodynamic shape was unmistakable, he looked over to Taris who sat calmly throughout the storm of sand that assaulted her. 
 
    The craft settled down onto the sedimentary surface, sinking in a little as the struts absorbed the weight of the shuttle before finally coming to an equilibrium. His mouth grew dry and his heart began to race as his excitement grew, he knew what was coming but it didn’t make it any less sweet. 
 
     With a familiar pop-hiss, a split formed down the curved side that faced them, the two separate parts that formed split away and curled back flush against the ship’s hull. A set of stairs clicked out and snapped down towards the wet surface below. 
 
    Through the thick cloud of sand that began to settle, the outline of a tall, powerful figure slowly took shape. The ghostly framework stepped down the stairs in a slow, deliberate motion. Sean stood almost bent over his balcony’s railings as he tried to get a closer look. His eyes widened when he saw who it was, his bright silver skin and wide green eyes were unmistakable. 
 
    “Fez… where, what!?” Sean spat sand, “you’re back,” he paused, feeling different emotions rush over him. “What took you so long?” he asked angrily. 
 
    “You know where I was, Earthling,” Fez replied, taken aback by the stern tone in Sean’s voice, “you are lucky I came back here to rescue you from this life, I did not have to you know.” He heard the door to his house slam shut followed by heavy rhythmic footsteps. “You better have wiped your feet, I only just cleaned.” 
 
    “You only just cleaned,” Taris looked on, puzzled, “you sure about that?” 
 
    Waving away the protest, Fez appeared through the hallway doors, ducking his head to stop a cranial collision with the door frame. The two locked eyes, weighing each other up.  
 
    Sean broke the awkward silence, grabbing the Ioution in a friendly bear hug. “Hey Taris, Fez’s been working out!”                                                        
 
    “Was that for me or Sean?” Taris winked.                             
 
    “Neither,” Fez replied in his usual monotone voice, anyone else could have mistaken it for apathy, but he knew better, “I am glad to see you, Sean, you have gotten…” 
 
    “Better looking?” Sean added. 
 
    “Fatter,” Fez finished, looking the Human up and down with a broad, toothy smile. 
 
    “Are you well?” Taris asked, changing the conversation. 
 
    “It is good to see you again Lady Taris,” Fez said, “I hope life on Earth is… acceptable.” 
 
    “No need for the Lady title these days Feghouli, you know that,” she smiled, “but yes, this planet just may be my favourite out of every one I’ve visited, it has a certain… charm to it,” she said, smiling towards Sean.  
 
    With a wave of his hand, the Human ordered a bot to fetch a drink for their guest whom he offered one of his small selection of Ioution sized chairs to. 
 
    “So, how’s life, Fez? You’ve obviously taken care of yourself, you look great,” Sean admired, envious of the commitment he had to a task he wished he could keep up with. 
 
    “I am well and here on important business,” Fez paused to look out across the smooth sands of the beach which had now settled. “You were not wrong in your assessment, Taris, this location is visually pleasing.” With a pride in her home, Taris nodded and gave him a warm smile.  
 
    “This business,” Sean interrupted the silence, “It wouldn’t have anything to do with you scurrying away to the other end of the Galaxy, would it?”  
 
    He doubted he would get an answer, he knew the Ioution High Council had tight lips on their many secrets. Fez pondered for a few moments before grabbing the hot cup of coffee the bot brought to him and taking a sip, his eyes lit up in surprise. 
 
    “This is your version of Mieno?” he asked, “wow, you did not lie about the vast breadth of flavours on this world, Sean,” he said before quickly finishing the rest of the mug, to which his company looked on in amazement. “But yes, business,” he frowned with a distaste towards the entire thing, “I cannot give specifics just yet, you know what they are like,” he said, receiving an acknowledging nod from Sean, “but we did not even make it anywhere close to the edge of the Galaxy.” 
 
    “But what were you even doing out there?” Sean asked, “there’s nothing out that way, right? At least from what I could tell on the limited access I had to Mar’Ell records.”  
 
    Fez sat back, putting one leg over the other and ordered a second cup of coffee. 
 
    “You are mostly right,” he admitted, “but there is still plenty to explore in the Galaxy. As a race, we have been around a long time, but to survey every planet and system would take thousands upon thousands of years.” Sean nodded his understanding and waved for him to continue, “but now and then something crops up in the borderlands that intrigues us, this mission was to observe one of these oddities.” 
 
    “But you didn’t make it out there, did you?” Sean asked while sitting forwards, fully engaged with the story, Taris watched him and couldn’t help but share his excitement. 
 
    “There’s nothing in the borderlands,” Taris spoke up, “reject planets that no one wants to even bid for, the furthest I’ve even bothered to explore is only a fraction within its enormous borders.” 
 
    “Again, you are mostly right, but there are always some odd readings coming from out there that we have not located the source of yet, obviously the High Council are concerned that this could be a Xuron threat or something else,” Fez said. 
 
    “So, why are you here?” Sean asked, cautious of the answer he was going to get. 
 
    “Well…” Fez trailed off, taking a deep breath before slowly exhaling, “we lost track of the signal, it was there one minute and gone the next, so we abandoned the mission and began our return to base.”  
 
    Sean was deflated, he slumped back into his chair, the ideas of what it could have been flooded his mind as he stared into the distance. 
 
    “You don’t just lose a signal,” Taris sat forwards, incredulous at the proposition, “you must have been able to triangulate its position and extrapolate from there, nothing is ever lost.” 
 
    “That is the thing, it did just disappear, it was gone as if the signal had never even existed,” Fez said before Taris stood and interrupted him. 
 
    “Nope, absolute rubbish, you can’t just…” Taris began. 
 
    “That is…” Fez interrupted, “why I am here. I was on my way to visit when the signal reappeared, it is faint, but it is there, I thought you two might like to get out the house a little.”  
 
    Breaking his chain of thought, Sean slowly raised his head in time with a widening smile. “Pack the bags, Honey, ...to boldly go where...owff,” a well-aimed peach cut short his favourite re-run eulogy.                        
 
    “Not now,” Taris sighed, rolling her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3
BREAKING AWAY 
 
      
 
    Sean and Taris darted about the house filling cases full of clothes, with attention paid to a small duffle bag full of snacks and food to keep them going when Ioution meal number four just wasn’t going to cut it. With a heave, Sean threw an over-packed suitcase from the balcony onto the compacted sand below. Predictably, it burst open, throwing their clothes on the wet beach.  
 
    “Crap,” Sean sighed before turning, grabbing another and going to throw that over, too. 
 
    “No!” Taris yelled from the other room, “you dare...” With a smile, he dangled the bright yellow hard case over the edge, waving it from side to side to gain a reaction. “I’m not going to play your games, idiot, I’m just going to… No, no, no,” she screamed as he pretended to drop the case from his hands. 
 
    Laughing at the onrushing Ioution he pulled the case up out in front of him, and with a huff, she grabbed it by the handle and pulled it away. Fez wandered about the well-decorated, sunlit house inspecting their collection of trinkets. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to gather everything and place it outside the waiting shuttle, whose surface was now covered with a thick layer of wet sand that stuck to the hull. The pair waited for Fez to finish up, they had no idea what was taking him so long, but within moments he strolled out from the house adorned in Sean’s favourite sombrero.  
 
    “I am taking this as payment,” he said.  
 
    The duo erupted into a fit of laughter as Fez stomped down the long, wooden stairs to the beach, they watched on as the hat, which was several sizes too small, bounced around large his head. 
 
    “That’s a good look for you,” Sean eked out between large, gulping breaths as he tried to compose himself, “get a cooler, some beers and a lounger and you wouldn’t be that out of place down here.” 
 
    “Oh, he would,” Taris laughed, bending over to hold her stomach as her muscles began to tense.  
 
    Waving away the criticism from the children, Fez stepped aboard the vessel, seeing an opportunity he kicked up a large pile of sand that had accumulated inside and aimed it directly at their faces.  
 
    “You monster,” Taris wailed after spitting the grit from out between her teeth. 
 
    After shaking themselves clean, they pushed their luggage onto the shuttle, the laughter subsiding as they boarded the idling vessel. Sean stood with his hands on his hips and absorbed the atmosphere, taking in a deep breath of the slightly stale, faintly antiseptic smell that invaded the recycled air. The vessel was a different variant to what he was used to, free-form chairs still lined the walls, but now storage tanks were overhead with a small set of stairs leading back into a separate room. 
 
    “What’s back there?” Sean pointed towards a sealed door. 
 
    “That’s maintenance,” he declared, “go and take a look if you feel it necessary, just try not to touch anything.” 
 
    “I won’t, I promise,” Sean replied, holding his hands up pleading his innocence. 
 
    Computer panels lined the pristine room surrounding a ball of Osmium that floated freely in a translucent chamber. A slight vibration followed by a deep bass note accompanied the spheres rhythmic rotation.                
 
    “Wow,” Sean moved to get a closer look as Fez pocked his head through the engine room door.                                                        
 
    “Do… not… touch... we are leaving.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stay out of there,” he declared while positioning himself in front of one of the seats. 
 
    The crew darted about prepping the shuttle for launch, Fez worked within the small cockpit up front, checking fuel levels and ensuring all systems were safe for travel while Taris secured their luggage. Looking around, unsure what he could help with, Sean fell backwards into the chair that fit his body perfectly, and with a few slight adjustments, he sat snuggly as if a warm, comforting cushion held him in place.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Taris sat across from him and the harnesses shot out to hold them in place and the ship began to rumble as the Grav-Drive spooled up its energy for take-off. 
 
    “Everyone ready back there?” asked Fez with his head craned around the cockpit, with two jittery nods in reply the Ioution smiled and increased power to the manipulators.  
 
    This was the first time in months Sean had been back on any form of Ioution craft, the sensation still made him a little nervous. He gripped hard onto the armrests as they lifted away from the beach, then, with an imperceptible change in momentum, sped towards the horizon.  
 
    “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” he said. All he got as a reply was a quick flash of a smile before she returned to staring with passion at the uninteresting walls. “Are… you alright?” he asked as he noticed her usual vibrant purple skin turning a different shade, she nodded quickly as her large eyes began to water. “You’re not going to…” before he could finish his sentence the Ioution leant forwards, letting out a jet of projectile vomit that lashed out across the cabin. “Disgusting,” he yelled as he lifted his feet off the ground to avoid the long streak of multicoloured material that ran down the walkway. 
 
    “Yeah, it has been a long time,” she groaned whilst bent in half, letting the final remnants of saliva drip from her mouth. He couldn’t decide if the glare he received from her dead eyes was a cry for help or that he would wake up with a horse’s head beside him in bed tomorrow. “You’re alright,” she said as she wiped her mouth with her sleeve, “you’ve been going through all those simulations, you should be used to the G-Forces still, me, I’ve been eating cheesecake and enjoying daytime television.” 
 
    Quickly, their bodies began to acclimatise to the grav plating aboard and the effects of travel quickly faded as they climbed into the atmosphere on an almost vertical trajectory. He watched out of the cockpit window as they punched holes through the sporadic cloud cover. The sky began to darken as they approached the Kármán line which signalled the artificial boundary of transition into space. 
 
    The darkening sky blanketed everything as the view became increasingly populated with the bright sparks of distant life. As they finally left behind the rigours of atmospheric travel, the ship began to stabilise, much to Taris’ glee, signalling the remaining journey to the Mar’Ell would be smooth.  
 
    “You excited to be back?” asked Taris. 
 
    “I am,” he replied without conviction, “it’ll be good to see everyone again.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for the Mar’Ell’s navigation lights to come into view, albeit far off in the distance. The sight sent a cold chill of anticipation and dread down his spine. Memories of the past came flooding back to him in brief flashes, Xuron ambushes, intruders aboard the Mar’Ell, the Xuron superstructure, and the High Priest. They haunted him, he had learned to mostly block out the feelings of guilt and despair, but they still managed to find a way through, crushing him whenever they did.  
 
    “I’ve got someone who wants to meet you, Sean,” Fez yelled, “an old friend.” 
 
    “An old friend? There isn’t anyone I can think of,” he admitted, “unless you mean Farel?”  
 
    Fez gave a weak laugh, waving away his question as if he wanted the reveal to be a surprise. The three words bounced around in his mind as he pondered who he could have meant, everyone he truly cared about was in this shuttle, but the thoughts were pushed to the back of his mind as the small speck in the distance grew larger.  
 
    The Mar’Ell, its size and flowing symmetrical construction told of an advanced space-faring species. Its surface was coated with a gunmetal coloured material that absorbed sunlight and background radiation converting it into usable energy. Something different caught Sean’s eye, though. Two large wing-like structures now protruded from either side of the rear hull.  
 
    “Wow, what are those,” he looked on in awe. 
 
    “The wings?” Fez asked to which he received a nod, “they are additional engines for travel to the Outer Rim, it takes considerably more power to fly out there while still having enough left to come home.”  
 
    The Outer Rim he thought, there was still so much he didn’t know about the galaxy, so many places he hadn’t even heard of let alone visited, now that the Terran Empire had truly become an interstellar collective he desperately wanted to travel to these distant worlds. 
 
    “What do they do?” 
 
    “They provide a massive boost to power, I am surprised the Council did not just assign me a new ship instead of going through the trouble of retrofitting the Mar’Ell, but she has been in the news lately, so we could not just scrap her.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Sean replied, feeling the anger rise from within, “It looks excellent none-the-less, I guess the Outer Rim is pretty far away then, huh?” 
 
    “Quite far, yes, the travel is not as bad as it used to be, though,” Fez replied.  
 
    The shielded hangars came into view as static planes of buzzing energy, Fez angled the shuttle down, eventually bringing her level with the row of lights indicating the “runway” they should use. As they drew near the automated systems of the Mar’Ell took over, a projected beam engulfed the shuttle in a shimmer of light and began to draw them in as the artificial gravity waves rocked the ship from side to side.  
 
    “What is happening?” Fez asked rhetorically as he opened a channel to the bridge. 
 
    “Captain Feghouli, what a…” a voice came over comms.  
 
    “What is happening with the docking beams?” Fez interrupted, “we are being thrown around.” Taris wrapped her arms around a structural pylon as she tried to make her way back to her seat. 
 
    “I am not sure, Captain, let me get back to you,” the voice eventually replied, cutting through the loud rattling that echoed throughout the ship.  
 
    Without warning, the shuttle was yanked inwards and thrown across the hangar bay skidding along the polymer flooring, leaving a trail of sparks and large, indented scratch marks. The trio gripped tightly to whatever they could find, ensuring they wouldn’t end up crushed against the interior hull. They slammed to a halt as the shuttle crashed into the rear bulkhead, the nose took the brunt of the impact leaving them unharmed, but the hangar severely damaged.  
 
    “Well… nice landing, Captain, it’s good to be back,” Sean sighed as he unharnessed himself. Taris still held on as if release would mean certain death, completely unaware they had come to a halt, “hey, we’ve crashed already, snap out of it,” he said while shaking her back to reality. 
 
    “I wasn’t scared,” she replied while slowly disengaging herself from the support pylon.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the side of the shuttle split in two, forming a set of stairs down to the hangar surface, none of them wanted to be the first out and take the brunt of the deck crew's ire, but the surprise was too much for Sean.  
 
    “Where is that lousy Captain,” an Ioution mechanic shouted at him as he descended the stairs, the man wore a bright orange overall which was stained from the viscous fluids that had ruptured from the back of the shuttle. “He has damaged the ship, she is leaking everywhere, I hope it is in his budget to afford new parts and an entire new hangar.”  
 
    “… So, no surprise guests?” Sean asked after looking out over the throng of mechanics and deck-hands who stood with their arms crossed, wanting someone to blame for the long nights and cancelled leave ahead. 
 
    Ignoring their scorn, he stepped off from the descent and stretched his limbs, watching as Taris got a warm reception from all aboard the Mar’Ell, to his knowledge she had become a pseudo-cult figure among niche circles within the Ioutions. The mood soon turned sour as Fez stepped out from the breach, the gathered crowd kicked up a fuss, gesticulating wildly at the damage that had been inflicted upon their arrival.  
 
    To his credit, Fez stood with the man who appeared to be in charge and promised to get the repair bots on it right away, resources would need to be pulled from other sectors as the hangar was a crucial lifeline to everyone aboard. After a few moments of discussion, the mechanics got back to work at the order of their superior while Fez strolled over to the pair who inspected their crushed luggage. 
 
    “Everything alright?” Fez asked, nodding down at their cases. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fine,” Taris replied, “just a little battered and bruised, that’s all.” 
 
    “Picking up more Earth lingo I see,” Fez smiled, “how about you, do you want your usual quarters?” he asked, looking over towards the ambassador. 
 
    “If they’re available then sure, go for it, I’m stoked to be back, you’ll have to let me… us in on your plans later,” he replied. 
 
    “I will, absolutely, but for now I would like you to meet someone.”  
 
    Nodding, the pair picked up their cases and followed the Captain across the busy hanger as repair bots darted across the floor with balls of polymer to repair the damage inflicted to the deck plating 
 
    Walking up the rickety stairs they made their way out from the hangar and stepped into the ship’s arteries. They were as bleak and clinical as he remembered with their white floors, walls, and ceilings with terminals layered into the bright surfaces. The screens flashed with different information as they strolled past, the ship seemed to recognise him as a map of the route to his quarters flashed up into existence.  
 
    “So, where we headed?” Sean asked as they turned a corner into another identical hallway, “there’s nothing special down this way.” 
 
    “One of the conference rooms,” Fez replied, playing his cards close to his chest, “we will be there in a few moments.”  
 
    With a glance at each other, the couple continued to stay behind the confident Captain, his stride betrayed the importance of what he was going to show them, they knew something big was coming but they weren’t quite sure what. Stopping, they nervously stood beside a set of sealed doors, and as the doors hissed open their collective mouths dropped. There was a moment of stunned silence before he dropped his bags and charged into the room. 
 
    “Yumie!” he yelled while throwing his arms around the waiting Ioution, “I can’t believe you’re back, I saw you die right in front of me.” Taris held out her hand, shaking his with a firm grip. 
 
    “How are you, Sean?” Yumie asked in his usual upbeat tone, he wore a tight navy coloured uniform that hugged his small, skinny body, he was taller than Sean by a few inches and had a thick crop of long, red scraggly hair. “Sorry it took me so long to return, my body died about a year before we met so my genome was still recovering from the cloning process.” 
 
    “They made you a redhead?” Sean quizzed, “how the hell did that happen?” 
 
    “As I said, my genome was still recovering so I guess that part of the data hadn’t fully reformed yet, I guess they drew my hair colour and style out of a proverbial hat,” he shrugged, “It doesn’t bother me.”  
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Yumie,” Taris smiled, “can’t say it was my favourite day seeing what happened to you, do you remember it at all?” 
 
    “Some of it, sure,” he said, recoiling at the line of questioning, “It’s all in the past now. So… look at you two,” he said, pointing towards them, “I never knew you were mating.” 
 
    “How could you tell?” Sean asked, looking Taris in the eye. 
 
    “It’s obvious, look at how you two stand when beside one another, only a close, intimate bond would allow that invasion of personal space,” he laughed. “But it truly is good to see everyone again, I believe Fez has some interesting news and briefings for you two.” 
 
    “I do,” Fez replied, “it is why we here, take a seat,” he said while waving for them to sit.  
 
    With a small handheld tablet, he turned the central holographic device on, the blue light flickered into life to display an image of a continental world orbiting a lone star. As the colours aligned themselves it revealed a surface dominated by a thick jungle that sprawled across the entire world. Panning over the display focussed on an empty area in space, only a blue sphere sat waiting for interaction, and with a click of a button Fez brought up its relevant information.  
 
    “This is the errant signal we have been observing from afar,” Fez said while sitting forwards, “It is of unknown origin and of great interest to the High Council.” 
 
    “Surely you have some idea of what it could be?” Sean asked whilst trying to make sense of the technical details that scrolled down the hologram.  
 
    “A ship?” Fez shrugged, “that is my best guess, but the power readings for it are greater than anything we would imagine fitting into a ship of the size we estimate.” The room glanced around at each other, curious about the wonders that this opportunity would bring. “But we could not get close enough to fully observe it, we had to retreat and come back another time, and that time is now.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Sean asked, standing to prepare for the mission ahead, Fez waved him to sit back down. 
 
    “I brought you and Taris up here because I know your courage is unmatched, but this will be a long trip and you will be gone from your home for a long time, does this bother you?” Fez asked. 
 
    “Bother me?” Sean scoffed, “I cannot wait, that planet is nothing but hell for me now, the sooner I get away the better… If that’s what you want, Tar?” he said, looking over at her with puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “I can’t deny I’ll miss the place – A lot,” she sighed, “but some real action would be good to kick off the rust I’ve gathered.” Sean clasped his hands together and smiled towards the Captain who could only nod in reply. 
 
    “Well then,” Fez beamed, standing, “I guess the crew has been reformed, after final checks, we will be off, a datapad with all relevant information will be sent to your quarters, which I assume the two of you will be sharing?” 
 
    “Got some earplugs?” Taris sighed. 
 
    “I don’t snore that loudly… Do I?” 
 
    “Like a Fracturn Swamp Slug…” she groaned.  
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THAT SWEET, SWEET NECTAR 
 
      
 
    Preparations had been finalised across the Mar’Ell with final checks reporting the status of their respective systems back to the bridge. The ship was a hive of activity as the crew prepared the ship for slip space travel. 
 
    Sean was apprehensive as he made his way to the bridge. He stepped over the thick bulkhead of the command centre and was surprised by the wave of noise that engulfed him as he walked in. He wasn’t sure if his memory was clouded but the barking of orders and the system alerts that came from the terminals was something he didn’t remember. 
 
    Fez sat centrally in the oval room; he lorded over the rest of the crew who sat below him in a semi-circle shaped trench which wrapped around the front of the ship. In front of the Captain was a large, deep blue holographic display which showed reports from across the vessel, switching between those and detailed graphs of the systems aboard made him appear busy, almost overwhelmed.  
 
    Sean acknowledged Fez and moved to one of the free computer banks which lined the rear side of the bridge, he sat down and soaked in the atmosphere for a moment. 
 
    “Home,” he nodded to himself, smiling. 
 
    There was an oddly sweet almond-like aroma in the air as he took in a deep breath, but before he could turn to investigate, two smooth-skinned hands covered his eyes, he knew who it was instantly.  
 
    “How’s it feel to be back?” Taris asked whilst she spun his chair around to face her. 
 
    The sight of her back in uniform made him smile, the dark blue trousers and shirt with the clunky black boots were a far cry from the fashion she so enjoyed back on Earth. 
 
    “Looking sharp,” he laughed, as he leant back a loud squeak came from the chair, “I feel good,” he added, “it’s just a matter of getting back into the flow of things, ‘ya know, I’ll get there eventually.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” she smiled. “Have you seen the upgrades they’ve made to the ship?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted, “what did they do?”  
 
    “The mess hall has Earth food on the menus, I came here right away… After eating a bowl of slightly cardboard tasting vanilla ice-cream.” 
 
    “What is it with the Ioutions and the taste of cardboard,” he wondered sarcastically, “your race is tens of thousands of years old as a civilisation and you still haven’t mastered food.”  
 
    Waving him away, she slumped down into a chair beside him and brought up a display on the terminal. Her hands darted over the screen as she input commands, he couldn’t keep up or even begin to understand what she was doing, but it soon became apparent. A map of the galaxy formed in front of them. Rotating, it zoomed into a region on the outskirts, the deep yellows and oranges of the nebulas made it seem beautiful, almost tranquil. 
 
    “This is the approximate area we’re heading to,” she said as she waved her hand over the area which was highlighted a translucent white, “and this…” the computer beeped as she punched in commands, “is our predicted route.”  
 
    A line zig-zagged out from their ship’s representation, there were brief areas where they flew in a straight line but they were rare. 
 
    “Why the long way around?” 
 
    “There will be a few stops along the way,” an image of the first planet they would visit snapped into view, “these new engines are thirsty and need to be refuelled constantly. This is a planet called Emeio, it’s under Theran control but we shouldn’t have any trouble with stopping there for a few hours.” 
 
    “Theran?” he questioned, “I’ve never heard of those before, what do they even look like?” 
 
    “I won’t spoil the surprise,” she said as a self-inflicted chill ran down her spine, “They’re an… interesting species, let’s put it that way.”  
 
    The Captain sat back and scrolled through notes on a small datapad, he switched between the pad and his terminal as he transcribed information between them. Sean pushed himself out of his chair and strolled over towards him. He looked over the busy Ioution’s shoulder and observed silently. 
 
    “So, the Theran…” Sean said, to which Fez shook violently and snapped his head around in a panic. 
 
    “You idiot,” he shouted, “you almost scared me to death, do not sneak up on me like that.” The Captain took a few moments to compose himself, he put his datapad down and turned to fully face Sean. “The Theran are fascinating, we will be making a stop there sometime later to refuel, why do you ask?” 
 
    “Taris said she wouldn’t ruin the ‘surprise’ for me by letting me know what they’re like.” 
 
    “Then I think we will leave it at that then, I will also lock you out from accessing their database on the ship’s systems,” Fez smiled.  
 
    With a huff, Sean turned away and sat back at his terminal, he put his feet up across Taris’ legs which she rested on the computer. The pair sat in silence, listening to the deep oscillating hum that came from the walls as power flowed through the ship.  
 
    “What do you think we’ll find out there?”  
 
    “I’m actually not sure,” she replied, “It could be anything, a new alien race, a ship, an undocumented colony, hell, it could even just be an anomaly on the sensors, it’s exciting, though, isn’t it?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    “It is,” he admitted, “I’m glad we get to experience it together, I want to learn more about this wide, open galaxy we as a race are a part of and I can’t think of anyone better to do it with.” 
 
    “Aww, you big fat softie,” she laughed, slapping his legs off from her own as she pushed herself up out from the chair and stood. “I’m going to go hang out in our quarters, we’ll be in slip space soon and if I haven’t travelled like that in a while I always feel nauseous.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll probably join you later,” he replied. 
 
    The ship was almost at full power for slip flight, the noise on the bridge quietened.  
 
    The hulking cruiser slowly came about, its mass restricted its free movement at low speeds but the grav drive allowed for tight turning maneuverers compared with conventional Terran chemical thrust. He grew excited as he watched the overhead display, their visual representation arced around until it was aligned with their projected course. 
 
    “Helm, prepare for half-slip-speeds at first,” Fez ordered. 
 
    “Affirmative, Captain, half-speed building, safe slip-travel in under fifteen seconds,” the helmsman replied nonchalantly. It was all routine to the officers, routines they had endured and practised a thousand times before, and if they didn’t have company, he was sure they would do it with minimal chatter.  
 
    The air felt different, almost heavier as the charge built throughout the ship. A countdown from five started on the overhead display. Time seemed to slow as he held onto his armrests for no reason other than to comfort himself, he knew there was no risk of being thrown around, better safe than sorry he always thought.  
 
    “Two… One… Slip active,” came the final call from the helmsman.  
 
    Gazing out the front, simulated window, he watched as the space around them seemed to stretch and contort as if being pushed and pulled at the same time. Then, with a final low boom, they were thrown into slip space. The blue waves they ‘surfed’ on always amazed him, they skipped from peak to peak travelling well past the speed-of-light across the galaxy. 
 
    “Readings are normal, Captain,” came an upbeat voice, he stood to see who it was and noticed Yumie now worked at operations instead of the helm. Now that they had successfully transitioned into slip space, he decided it was the right time to try the ‘new’ cuisine aboard the Mar’Ell. With a nod to Fez, the Captain rose and followed him out from the now fully automated bridge. 
 
    “I wanna try this new food system you have in place, Taris tried it and she said it’s actually edible, how much I believe that I’m not so sure, but I’ll give it a go,” Sean said whilst he dragged his hand along the cold metallic railing that ran down the uninspired hallway. 
 
    “She is not wrong,” agreed Fez as he unbuttoned the top of his officer’s uniform for a more casual look. “There have been several small improvements all over the ship, actually, the mess hall is just one of them.”  
 
    “Oh?” he questioned, “are teleporters a thing yet? I could really use one to just zap about the ship.” 
 
    “Teleporters,” Fez scoffed, “the quantum mechanics behind that are far off, even for us. Although the tunnelling effect quantum particles exhibit is a step in the right…” 
 
    “Don’t,” he interrupted with his hands held aloft, “It’ll go right over my head, you just wake me up when it’s built, alright?”  
 
    Fez let out a defeated sigh and smiled, science in the Ioution school system was the core subject, physicists and chemists were respected and needed more than musicians or theologians.  
 
    The atmosphere aboard was electric, everyone they passed was excited about discovering something new. With the Ioution mapping of the Galaxy, there was little exploration left to be done, so errant signals like these were huge news.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to reach the mess hall. It looked exactly as he had left it, rows of benches were lined up alongside long, metallic tables. He hadn’t been in school for a long time now, but this reminded him of his lunchtimes back then.  
 
    As they took a seat beside the automatic door, he recoiled at the freezing cold temperature the benches were kept at. “What the hell?” he yelled, “they’re almost frozen.”  
 
    With a single hand, the Ioution Captain pushed him down into his seat and sat down himself. Within moments, a robotic servitude walked up, it’s form was more Human than Ioution but its body was covered with a layer that gave it a reflective, metallic sheen. 
 
    “What do you desire?” it asked in a stern voice, it locked eyes with Sean who hesitated for the briefest of moments. “What do you desire?” it repeated, impatient at his indecision.  
 
    Sean shook his head and passed his turn over to the Captain who promptly ordered one of the new meals on the menu, he agreed to have the same, the droid walked away in a stiff, rocking motion that reminded him of Sci-Fi films he watched back on Earth.  
 
    “Nice touch, yes? I bet it makes you feel right at home,” Fez smiled.                                             
 
    “Funny... fire your researcher.” 
 
    While they sat waiting for their food, an awkward silence descended upon them before Sean sat back and spoke up. 
 
    “So, Yumie,” he began, unsure if he should ask any questions regarding the clone, “why did it take so long for him to be brought back? You remade me in an instant, but he took weeks or months, it’s strange to me.” 
 
    “It is quite simple really. With you, we had your original base DNA from your corpse, having the original makes the clones better and the replications easier. For Yumie we didn’t have his genetic code onboard, the original had been lost and remaking a clone from one who had already been replicated so many times is difficult, he should be in permanence, really,” replied Fez. 
 
    “Permanence?” he asked, “what’s that?” 
 
    “It is when we cannot make another copy of you and you are lost, redead I suppose.” 
 
    “Redead, I’m sure the translator malfunctioned there,” Sean laughed. “So Yumie should be in permanence, right? It was almost a miracle that he’s back,” he kept his focus on Fez as he grabbed the plate of food the servitude bot held out. 
 
    “Yes,” he said between mouthfuls of a sponge-like meat block that was covered in a dark green sauce, “It was not a miracle, though, it was just good science, he is lucky, one more death and he will not be coming back, that is certain.”  
 
    Nodding, Sean picked up his utensils and took a chunk out of the horrid meal that graced his plate. With a nervous hand, he took a bite, and to his surprise, it reminded him of a stale meatloaf, it wasn’t great, but it would do.  
 
    They ate their food with little small talk, watching as others came and went with meals they took back to their workstations. As he finished his meal, he slid the plate to the edge of the table, and within moments a droid walked up, grabbed his rubbish, and threw it in the recycler.  
 
    “How long until we reach Emeio?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Not too long,” replied Fez, “sixteen hours, why?” 
 
    “I might go get some rest and pass the time until we arrive. Taris said it can be a rough area, is that true?” 
 
    “It can be,” Fez nodded, “It’s a stop we need to make, though, after that the stops will be further apart, we spent fuel coming back and then to Earth, so anything you need to pick up, get it on Emeio.”  
 
    With a nod, Sean stood and made his way out of the mess hall. The hallways were once again new to him, but his mind soon began to click into place as he navigated through the winding corridors towards his quarters.  
 
    With a wave of a hand over the terminal to his shared room, a single beep preceded the doors as they split in two and allowed him entry. Taris sat at the stubby, metal desk and looked out the window, watching the slip bubble wash over the ship. He didn’t say anything as he slipped his shoes off and laid on the bed, the soothing background noise of the oscillating whump that ran through the ship calmed him. With his eyelids heavy, he allowed them to close, sending him off into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sean awoke to an empty room, although strange, he paid no attention to it and stepped into the sonic shower. I get to meet new a species today he thought, excited at the prospect.  
 
    Sat on the edge of the bed, he slipped his heavy black boots on. The shipwide comms buzzed into existence as a voice boomed through the loudspeakers. “Ambassador Sean Maguire to the bridge,” came Yumie’s distinctive high voice which brought a wry smile to his face.  
 
    He pushed up off the bed and made his way out from his quarters, the brief walk gave him a moment to ensure he was fully awake and alert for the upcoming day.  
 
    The bridge was electric, people rushed about preparing for their first stop at what was certainly a backwater world that even their government had forgotten about. He knew nothing about the planet apart from that it was ruled by a race called the Theran and that it wasn’t a place you stopped unless you needed to.  
 
    If Earth had finished their refuelling station that the Ioutions demanded the Mar’Ell wouldn’t need to stop here he sighed inwardly.  
 
    Taris leant over a terminal, the bright glow from its surface bathed her face in a light blue as she zipped through hundreds of files in search of something. “Hey there,” he said, the chair beside her squealed as he threw himself down into it, “anything interesting?” 
 
    “Lots actually,” she replied as she leant over and kissed him on the forehead, “good morning to you, too. But did you know Emeio is the largest exporter of silicates across the galaxy? And that their entire water supply is shipped in on tankers as the planet has none of its own, pretty amazing stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah… enthralling,” his mouth opened wide as he stretched outwards with a muscle-tingling yawn, his exposed midriff was the perfect target for a playful jab from the peeved Ioution. “So, this planet, you been here before in your old life?” 
 
    “Emeio? Yeah, sadly I have,” she said, “I didn’t think I’d be coming back here on a fleet cruiser but rather in handcuffs kicking pleading for my life,” she trailed off as thoughts of her past life flooded back. “First time I came here I was with my father, this is when I was the daughter of someone important, and at the time I had no idea what was going on, all the shady people he would do business with, looking back on it now it all made perfect sense, really,” she looked right through Sean, as if peering into her past. 
 
    “You were the daughter of that Councillor, right?” he asked rhetorically, “you’ll have to tell me about him sometime.” With a tight smile, she turned back to her work and continued, he knew it couldn’t be long before they arrived, so he sat waiting for the call.  
 
    “Two minutes until we exit slip space,” Yumie announced over the ship’s comms.  
 
    In a bright flash that blinded everyone on the bridge, they found themselves close to the planet, closer than they expected to be, he knew, as Fez barked reprimands towards helm.  
 
    The planet was a dustbowl, its surface was constructed from an alien orange sand. Tiny pockets of clouds were scattered about the atmosphere which broke up its monotone monotony. From here, he could see why their government had all but forgotten about the planet, it seemed worthless.  
 
    He watched as ships began to populate the display, massive water tankers were the first to appear as their mass was magnitudes larger than that of the Mar’Ell. They were the super-freighters of Ioution space, trucking about enormous quantities of water, which it appeared was still difficult to compress.  
 
    An alert flashed across his screen, it displayed two smaller ships which appeared to be heavy fighters or gunships judging by their mass, dancing around each other. They were engaged in combat, firing arcs of high energy towards each other. It appeared they saw the Ioution fleet cruiser slip in as within seconds they broke away and darted in separate directions. Whether Sean and the crew liked it or not, they were figures of the law in these parts. 
 
    “Did you see that?” asked Sean, “we’ve only been here a few seconds and there were already people fighting, couldn’t we have gone somewhere else with less… danger?” 
 
    “Don’t be a wimp,” Taris laughed, “I’ll tell you something now, the best alcohol in the galaxy is made here, we have to slip away and get some. I can taste it now, the sweet, sweet nectar,” she closed her eyes, remembering its heady aroma. 
 
    “Well then,” Sean beamed, “what are we waiting for?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5
DEN OF WOLVES 
 
      
 
    Sean waited beside the shuttle for the others to join him, they were to travel down to the surface of Emeio while the Mar’Ell refuelled in orbit. He watched as the deck crew made the final preparations for departure, they scurried about the small craft as it was fuelled, and its systems were checked. Fez strolled through into the hangar and made his way along the gangway. 
 
    “You ready then, Captain?” he asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” replied Fez, “once Taris and Yumie get here, we will get going, what is it you even want down there?” he questioned. 
 
    “Some sort of drink, Taris told me about it the other day, I didn’t get the name but it’s meant to be the best in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I bet she is speaking of Lambda,” Fez replied, his nose scrunched up at the thought of it, “It’s sweet and syrupy with a malodorous aftertaste. She has changed, tell me you have not ruined her, Earthling.” 
 
    “Ruined her?” he scoffed, “I’ve improved her, no longer will she want to rip the head off from everyone we meet, now she’s got a cool, calm head ready for any…” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Taris shouted at a low-ranking engineer as she stepped out onto the gangway, “you spill this all over me and you just want to walk away like nothing happened, well, have some of this,” she yelled as she punched the engineer in the stomach, leaving him bent over the railing.  
 
    “You were saying?” Fez sighed.  
 
    Sean rolled his eyes and stepped into the shuttle where he readied himself for flight. He shook his head and waited for the irate Ioution to draw closer, he gave her a questioning look as she stopped in front of him.  
 
    “All that over a mug of water?” he asked, “I’ll remember to never get in your way.” 
 
    “Shut it,” she sneered as she barged past him.  
 
    Sean suppressed his sarcastic reply and instead took a seat and tried to relax.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Fez inquired, “you are not sitting there, now you are back you are up front piloting, so move that frail body and get prepped.”  
 
    Sean looked at Taris with a raised eyebrow, unsure what to do. 
 
    “I thought Yumie was coming?” he shuffled uncomfortably in his seat, “he’s our resident pilot, no way do I want to jump straight back into it with you three onboard, what if I crash?”  
 
    The Captain ignored his protests. Instead, he pulled him from his seat and pushed him towards the cockpit. Sean’s hands trembled at the mere thought of sitting in the pilot’s seat let alone actually flying down into what looked like a busy spaceport. He knew there was no way to win the argument, though, so instead took the order for what it was – An order. 
 
    Around him were familiar controls with displays that showed the status of the ship and its occupants. With a calming breath, he slid the pilot's helmet on and a HUD flashed into his vision as a neural link was established, streams of information rolled down showing him the readiness of his weapons and defensive capabilities.  
 
    Chatter erupted from the compartment behind as Yumie stepped aboard, he couldn’t make out what they were saying but it appeared heated, he could only assume Yumie took offence at his replacement.  
 
    Once everything had settled, he began the ignition sequence. The power generator spooled to life and filled the flight console with a multitude of distinct colours which all vied for his attention.  
 
    With a final look at the ship’s systems, he activated the grav-drives, and within seconds the craft lifted off the decking. Quickly, the vessel became unstable and rocked side-to-side as he wrestled with the controls.  
 
    “Whoa there,” Sean shouted as he tried to regain control of a vessel that felt as if it were slipping about on a sheet of ice. 
 
    The deck crew scattered in every direction, diving for any safe cover they could find as the craft rocked like a ship on the high seas. With a calm, stabilising touch, the shuttle came to a halt and hovered gently in place. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” he whispered to himself, “don’t I?” 
 
    With a gentle push of the controls, the shuttle moved through the hanger’s shielding, the static energy that wrapped around the ship made the air distort around them. 
 
    Willing the HUD to display the ships in the region, it changed to a different screen marking the various vessels with bright green boxes. With a glance towards them their size, mass, and history were shown in an expanded scrolling box of text. He was amazed by the vast line of different ships queuing to get into the spaceport. 
 
    They were in position behind a hulking water freighter which put the Mar’Ell to shame, according to his readings the mass of the ship was twenty times that of their support cruiser. The wake of the ships large grav engines sent an audible thump through their tiny shuttle, causing a rhythmic turbulence which the grav-plating stabilised. 
 
    As they drew closer to the planet, an incoming comms request flashed up on his screen, and with a simple thought, a connection was established.  
 
    “Ioution Fleet shuttle, we have you locked, your landing point is gamma-thirty-three, please enter the fast lane and dock when possible.” With an acknowledgement of the message he pulled the shuttle out and increased their speed.  
 
    “We’re living the high life here,” Sean yelled behind him, “fast lanes and priority access.” 
 
    “Being in the fleet does have its advantages,” admitted Fez. 
 
    The thick atmosphere of the world soon came into view. It tried to expel the foreign entity forcing its way through as they slammed into its atmosphere. Flames licked the outside of the ship as they descended before receding as they entered the relative calmer air of the upper stratosphere. 
 
    “I never doubted myself, not once,” he sighed whilst he flicked the shuttle onto autopilot mode.  
 
    They skated across the thin cloud cover as the ship banked to port and descended towards their landing spot. From afar, it looked as if it sat centrally in a bustling metropolis of dilapidated high-rise buildings that seemed moments away from collapsing. Light traffic buzzed around the constructs in an orderly, structured fashion, if the entire crew hadn’t told him the world was full of villainy and deceit, he wouldn’t know any different.  
 
    As they drew near, the autopilot soared over the building’s rooftops and a light breeze kicked up sediment from the impenetrable build-up of sand dunes which surrounded the city. With a sharp stop in mid-air, the ship adjusted it’s bearing to align itself with their landing spot, and spiralled down at high speed leaving their stomachs far behind. 
 
    With a reverberating groan as the pneumatics tried to compensate for the heavy landing, they slammed into the pad, causing the crew to nervously look toward the escape hatch. Respite came as the vessel slowly let the weight settle down onto its landing struts, autopilot disengaged came the condescending voice through his headset.  
 
    “I’m not sure whose piloting I’m more afraid of, the ship’s or yours…” Fez remarked, still gripping the armrests. 
 
    Sean ignored the comment and unstrapped himself, he leapt out from his chair to inspect the team, what he found was an exhausted mess of Ioutions who had all turned a lighter shade of their natural skin colours.  
 
    With a smile, he strolled past them excited to see what this new world had to offer. The moment they were exposed to the outside atmosphere it felt as if he had opened an oven door and climbed into the debilitating heat, the high humidity stealing laboured breaths. 
 
    “Be ready for this everyone,” he said, “It’s absolutely roasting out there, how do you guys fair in the heat?” the sweaty, pained looks he got back from the Ioution crew said everything he needed to know.  
 
    “It feels like that place we went to on Earth,” Taris groaned as she pushed herself up with a heavy breath, “the one with the tall buildings where it felt like my skin was turning into roasted pieces of meat.” 
 
    “I remember that,” he laughed, “you broke into that guy’s garden and jumped in his pool to cool off, I think he was more used to seeing frogs and other animals around it, not a breathless alien.” With a shove, she pushed him across the compartment back towards the door.  
 
    He stepped outside and felt the blaring binary stars pulsing down on him, he became increasingly confused with every detail he learnt about the planet, why would anyone live here he thought.  
 
    The wind had subsided, instead, large vehicles that flew past kicked up huge clouds of sand onto the pads that lined the outer edge of the facility. He stood and watched as ships came and went, the sheer variety within the galaxy was always a constant source of bewilderment for him. The positive was that Emeio’s atmosphere was one that resembled Earth’s so, apart from the heat, he had little trouble breathing, while Taris had adapted quickly to the high nitrogen levels back home, the others were not so fortunate. 
 
    Standing at the bottom of the steps which lead down from the tall landing spot he watched as the unusual species went about their business. He had seen a wide variety of races, but it didn’t stop him from being surprised when one of the locals walked towards him.  
 
    With four legs, it quickly scurried across the sand. Four arms extruded out from a bulky chest, each had a different item held in their large, three-fingered hands. He looked on unsure what to make of it, the hot sun refracted through its skin to display some basic form of luminescence which made the under layer of its skin glow a bright orange.  
 
    “Greetings,” the alien said in what could only be interpreted as a joyful and flamboyant tone, “welcome to Emeio, I’ve never seen your kind before, oh how exciting,” it marvelled. “Come over here Cestos, I have something to show you,” it yelled out to another Theran who stood nearby.  
 
    “Oh, how interesting,” Cestos rejoiced, clasping its array of hands together in a soundless clap. “I’m Cestos, it’s an absolute pleasure to meet you,” it said as it held out one of its hands.  
 
    Its skin flowed from bright pink to a darker red. Sean had no inclination of what it could mean, so for now, he held his hand out, gave a weak smile and shook the alien’s hand.  
 
    “Ohhh,” Cestos cried out, “I’m the first Theran to shake this race’s hand,” it paused as it looked towards the cloudless sky and deliberated for a moment, “am I famous now?” it questioned as its two eyes grew even larger than normal. With this, the first alien which greeted him skulked away and let the now world-famous Cestos take control. “First time on Emeio then… I never caught your name,” it said with a smile that stretched from one side of its face to the other. 
 
    “Sean,” he replied, “It’s nice to meet you Cestos, I’m from the Terran Empire, a collection of worlds far…” 
 
    “Oh, we can learn all about each other later, silly,” Cestos interrupted as it looked over Sean’s shoulder to see his crew exiting the shuttle. “Oh, Ioutions,” his demeanour suddenly soured, “what are they doing here?” 
 
    “They saved my world,” he replied with a frown, “they’re my crew and my friends, where they go, I go, I hope that won’t be a problem.”  
 
    “No, of course not,” Cestos smiled, “but you, I want to learn about you, why don’t you and your friends meet me at Celestius, it’s a bar in the High Town district, I’ll make sure you have a good time.”  
 
    With a nod, the Theran scurried away back to its post, Sean turned to see his crew stunned at the interaction which just occurred. 
 
    “Did… that Theran like you?” Yumie asked, confused at the entire situation, “you must be the best ambassador this galaxy has ever seen if it took such a warm stance with you, no-one gets that treatment.” 
 
    “I dunno, he seemed really pleasant to me, he told us to meet him at Celestius in the High Town district later for a good time, I’m not sure about you but I wanna go.” 
 
    “We are here just while the Mar’Ell refuels,” Fez reminded them, “the less time we spend on this planet the better.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to leave the spaceport behind, the roar of the ships still rang through the wide, open streets but the chatter of alien languages soon took over as they strolled along the busy sidewalk.  
 
    At ground level, the city was nowhere near as dilapidated as it seemed from above. The fronts of shops were bursting with bright, flamboyant colours that matched the extravagant colours of the different shades of Theran skin. Vehicles sped along the rail system that was constructed into the roads. Oddly shaped cars attached themselves to one of the many highways and allowed themselves to be carried along at high speed by the magnetic strips.  
 
    “I forgot how lively this planet actually is when you’re not involved in its underworld,” Taris said while she shuffled through a pile of silk clothes, “It really is something else.”  
 
    Sweat beaded down Sean’s face as he picked out a smooth, tight-fitting yellow shirt and slipped it on, paying the Theran behind the counter with the universal credits he had been supplied.  “You look ridiculous,” she laughed, “at least you’ll fit in around here.” 
 
    “I’m the interesting celebrity alien on this planet, I’m going to play it up while I can.” With a sigh, she pulled him along to catch up with the others.  
 
    The gathering crowd looked at them both in separate ways, she got glares of contempt and hatred while he was greeted in the friendliest manner, they couldn’t walk thirty feet without another Theran theatrically flailing its arms about telling him how interesting his species were.  
 
    “I love this world, I wanna retire here,” he said after greeting what felt like the thousandth alien, “everyone’s so friendly.” He received nothing more than a nonchalant shrug from his crewmates.  
 
    They turned off the busy street and found themselves in a lightly populated back alley. Flashing neon signs blared in their faces advertising all the various goods on sale, much of which looked to have seen better days. Gone were the extravagant, colourful shopfronts from the main street, instead replaced with crumbling, run-down stores of the lower class and the criminal gangs.  
 
    The area had a bad vibe to it, but Taris was certain this was where the best lambda was found, ‘The expensive stuff is only expensive because of its name’ she would say, he had to believe her, at least for now. 
 
    A neon yellow sign guided them to the black peeling metal door of the lambda den. Entering the bar, heavy electronic music tried to keep pace with the laser strobes that reflected off the mirrored walls. Grime covered tables filled with raucous aliens surrounded an open floor that pulsed red.                                            
 
    “What a dump,” shouted Sean, dump coming out too loud as the track abruptly finished. 
 
    Hostile eyes latched onto the new arrivals as they headed for the sapphire glass bar. Impending violence became a taste, and for Taris, that made it all the more exciting. 
 
    Warily, Sean looked around at the assortment of gruff looking deadbeats that made up much of the clientele. To his surprise, an old Ioution sat alone in the corner. Scars covered his ageing face, the natural pigment that coloured all Ioutions skin had faded to a dull grey. An imperceptible nod suggested a friend in this den of wolves. 
 
    The barperson, a dimly lit green Theran, scuttled over to them and waited without saying a word, instead only looking Sean dead in the eye with a curiosity that chilled him to his core. “Four lambdas,” Taris ordered without preamble, “a squeeze of Um-Ghi in mine, too.” 
 
    “What do you think this place is, fleet freak, this isn’t some swanky bar back on Desciea, if you want Um-Ghi you go find me some damn Um-Ghi,” the bartender barked. 
 
    It didn’t take long for their drinks to arrive, the atmosphere in the bar was still as if all eyes were on them, he knew their fleet uniforms didn’t help but usually, they were a deterrent more than a target.  
 
    Sean picked up his glass, the thick, viscous liquid swished around the tube that he was to drink from, if he hadn’t known better he would have assumed it was a shot of toxic waste. With a hesitant look to all those around him, he quickly threw the drink back. Within moments, it morphed into a cement that clung to his tongue then turned into an oddly smooth liquid that coated every surface in a warm, not unpleasant taste like blueberries. 
 
    “Wow,” he gasped, looking for words to describe the taste, “I’ve never had anything like that before, Fez was right, though, it is far too sweet.” With a huff, Taris slammed the lambda back, swishing it about in her mouth.  
 
    The tension in the bar suddenly subsided as the pounding music returned a single bass beat twisting the pungent smoke-filled air. Feeling a presence, Sean turned to see the rugged Ioution stood towering over him, his destitute clothes hung freely from his malnourished body.  
 
    “Human, correct?” the deep, powerful voice seemed to engulf the group fading slowly like an echo into the distance. Sean examined the mysterious Ioution “You are Human, I have seen you on the transmits,” the man added pulling over a stool.  
 
    “I am,” Sean replied hesitantly. “Look, I’m on vacation, I don’t really feel like signing autographs or taking pictures… here,” he said while he pulled out a small device, “put your communicator on this and it’ll share the details of my PR team, get in touch with them for anything.” With a wry smile, the Ioution gently pushed the device away, instead, he leant in closer, his breath smelt of sweet decay making Sean pull back. 
 
    “I know your crew’s mission,” he whispered, drawing an uncomfortable look from the squad, “I have detected it, too, as have many more who stay tuned to those frequencies.”  
 
    “We may not be the only ones out there,” said Taris, “pirates and scavengers are a real possibility. The thing is that the Outer Rim is incredibly difficult to get to, so anyone there would need to have significant resources…” 
 
    The team shared a worried glance, each thinking about what they might find… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6
FRESH FACES 
 
      
 
    The old Ioution traveller had sown a seed of mission exposure within the crew. Rumours of Xuron espionage and Theran pirates quickly became fact.            
 
    “The high council must know of this,” Fez said to no one in particular, “it is time to leave.”                  
 
    The alley seemed unnaturally quiet after the bouncing bar, only a light breeze moaning through the overhead power lines added to the unease. The previously bustling street was deserted, and the shops now closed.  
 
    “I think this is an ambush,” he whispered, listening for the faintest of noises to alert him to another presence. 
 
    “Is this your famous instincts again,” Taris groaned, air quoting with her long fingers because she had heard it all before, “last time you used your instincts we ended up halfway across the city and…”  
 
    She was interrupted by a blaster bolt slamming into the sandstone wall of the bar, debris ejected outwards as three of them dropped to a kneel. Yumie stood in shock, unsure what to do, only a forceful tug from Fez brought him crashing to the soft sediment covered ground.  
 
    “Move!” shouted Sean, “get to cover!” 
 
    Lacking equipment, the team scattered, finding what cover they could. Energy blasts tore at the stone leaving a thin mist that spiralled through the humid atmosphere.  
 
    “What do we do?” Sean shouted to the others who patted themselves down, looking for anything they could use as a weapon, “does anyone have anything?”  
 
    From his jacket, Fez pulled a small device. He took aim at the shadowy figures that hid behind large stone pillars and fired off a single blast. The arcing blue energy snaked towards its target, eventually impacting nothing more than the column which now glowed white hot.  
 
    “That’s no good,” yelled Taris, quickly ducking as energy and plasma exploded around her. 
 
    “Got any better ideas?” argued Fez. 
 
    “Now’s not the time!” shouted Sean, briefly poking his head out from cover. 
 
    The unknown assailants pushed forward corralling the small team into a dead-end alley. As Fez rose from cover, hands aloft, a lone figure standing on a parapet high above caught his eye.  
 
    “Take this,” the creature yelled, drawing inaccurate firing.  
 
    A metal container thumped into the sandy floor almost hitting the now crouching Fez. Unlatching the lid revealed four fully charged heavy ion pistols. Surrender became a diminishing option as Sean grabbed one and fired blindly at the confident attackers. 
 
    A tearing detonation rumbled through the air as his single shot tore through a metal dumpster before evaporating an unseen enemy. Incoming weapons fire increased as plasmas on full auto kept the team to single pot shots.  
 
    Without seeing it coming, a small spherical device dropped and rolled to a stop between them. Before they could react four small antennae ripped from its surface as it propelled itself up to spin and hover at head height, glowing a blinding blue light.  
 
    “Watch out!” cried Sean. But it was too late. 
 
    With what felt like someone pulling on his shirt, Sean was yanked from cover by the invisible gravitational forces the sphere produced. He came crashing down face first into the loose sand as his crewmates followed suit. They were exposed to the onslaught that was bound to come.  
 
    But nothing came.  
 
    Instead, while being held in place with waves that pushed them deeper into the ground, three aliens strolled up towards them, it was a race he didn’t recognise but was about to become familiar with.  
 
    “Nice shirt,” the being proclaimed, pointing towards his flamboyant yellow attire. 
 
    The two men and a single woman looked almost identical. Their skin was a dark honey mustard, leathery in texture. Pointed ears lay flush against a hairless face punctuated by demonic red eyes. One of the men knelt beside Sean, he noticed the cybernetic implants that ran down the man’s neck and through his eyes.  
 
    “’Ya know who we are, Human?” the man asked with a smooth but piercing voice. 
 
    “I know who you are,” whispered Taris under her breath. 
 
     “We’re the Aeyreon Collective,” he answered without giving Sean time to think. “It’s funny we should meet you ‘ere, Sean, there are some people out there that want to see your ragtag group fail. I can’t say I’m one of ‘em, I love a good story, but they do pay well,” he said, running his hand through his thick head of hair.  
 
    “Who would want us to fail?” Sean quivered. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” the man smirked, confident in his own ability. “Who would want your motley crew of Ioution fleet brothers captured - or killed - I had no specific instructions,” he shrugged.  
 
    “Well…” Sean sighed, “kill us then, get your reward and return home to whatever depraved planet you came from, you ugly asshole” 
 
    The alien sniffed the air and licked its blood-red lips, the smell of burnt flesh was overpowering. “I have a proposition.”                                        
 
    “Which is?” Sean tried to rise but was gently restrained by the alien’s heavy boot.                                
 
    “Rumour is you have discovered a signal in a distant quadrant. I have no desire to kill ‘ya. I will free you but in return, I want in on your little mission. 
 
    With a raised eyebrow towards Fez, Sean pointed his head towards the being, instructing the Captain to provide him with an answer. 
 
    “I’m Feghouli-Azer-Taren, Captain of the Ioution Fleet cruiser Mar’Ell and I order you to release us, I know all about your vile race,” Fez bellowed, puffing out his chest in a sign of dominance.  
 
    “You? A Captain?” the man laughed deeply, “the mighty Ioution Fleet will hire anybody these days,” he said after composing himself. “Captain, may I come aboard your ship and assist in any way I can until the end of my years,” he asked, and looking behind him, he covered his mouth as if to tell a secret, “which aren’t many by the way,” he whispered.  
 
    “Will you get us out of here?” Sean asked.  
 
    Grabbing the pistol from his belt, he quickly shot over their heads killing the assailant that took guard behind them. Before his ‘friends’ could retaliate, he dropped to the floor and let off two more rounds, killing the others. 
 
    “So, what do you say?” he asked.  
 
    The entire team remained silent, waiting for Sean to decide, why the task fell on him he didn’t know, but for now, it was his responsibility. After a moment of silence, he looked up at the man. 
 
    “So, what’s your name?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Zarid, Zarid Shumer,” he replied.  
 
    With a tap on the topside of the grenade, the pulses which held them in place dissipated. Pushing himself up, Sean shook the sand out from his clothes and held out his hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Zarid… I think,” he said, still cautious of what the newest member of their crew could do.  
 
    Turning, he saw the watchful gaze each of his squad gave Zarid, he knew the alien would have to gain their trust, but he had a good feeling about him, sometimes trust had to be extended instead of earnt.  
 
    Gathering up the equipment that was scattered across the street, they dumped it all in the box and handed it to Zarid. “First task, carry this,” Taris barked, slamming the crate into his chest. 
 
    Most of the team followed at a distance behind, but Sean walked beside the man, anxious to learn more. “So, I’ve never seen your species before, Zarid, tell me about them,” Sean questioned. 
 
    “I’m part of a race called the Fre, we come from a planet called Kayter that sits in the Barix system. Years past we were genetically modified to be stronger, faster, more durable, we were the slaves of the galaxy, used carelessly in dangerous mining operations and space salvage,” Zarid answered.  
 
    “Sounds awful.” 
 
    Zarid sombrely nodded. “The masters decided they could get even more work out of us if they enhanced our bodies with cybernetics, while they weren’t wrong, it had unintended side effects. With the close bonds we as Fre naturally share, the nanomachines held within the cybernetics latched onto that and built sub-space communicators inside our minds to maintain our close ties. So, unwittingly, the masters gave us a technology to secretly communicate over vast distances, this eventually led to a coordinated rebellion… and here we are today. 
 
    “That’s… incredible, it can’t all be true, can it?” 
 
    “It can and it is,” Zarid looked at him awkwardly, “we called ourselves the Fre and eventually took up residence on Kayter.”  
 
    With his mouth agape and wanting to know more, he looked at Zarid with a passion that he hadn’t felt for many other races. “Where are the masters these days?” 
 
    “Most were…”  
 
    “Murdered,” interjected Taris. 
 
    “Given what they deserved,” he sneered, “we offered them the chance to work for us, not as slaves but as equals, and to no one’s surprise relinquishing power was not easy for them, so they ended up in the lava pits of Kayter.”  
 
    The light breeze that rolled down the road seemed to halt at the mention of mass executions, the atmosphere felt oppressive and heavy the more he thought about it. Silence took over as they strolled around the city, but a thought took hold of Sean’s mind, who was that who threw us weapons he thought, was it someone we knew? His chain of thought was interrupted as a communication came down to Fez, the acting captain let him know that the ship had been refuelled and that they were ready to disembark.  
 
    “Alright everyone, make sure you have gotten everything you need before you head back to the shuttle, we will not be stopping for a while, if at all,” Fez announced. 
 
    “We’ll be with you soon, Fez, me and Sean need to get a few things,” said Taris. 
 
    “We do?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, come on.”  
 
    “Can you believe that Zarid stuff?” Sean asked, “I’ve never heard of anything like it, it’s absolutely mental.” 
 
    “Not only can I believe it, I know it’s all true,” Taris replied while flicking through an assortment of alien meats that were stacked on a table. With a questioning glance from her significant other, she elaborated. “When I was part of the hunters back in my ‘old life’,” she emphasised with air quotations, “we heard there was a lot of money to be made helping them out, so we took a small team and went to assist, the rumours about the credits were rubbish but the carnage… That was undersold.”  
 
    With a shake of his head, he paid the Theran behind the counter for the meats and headed off down the street, searching for a place to buy bottles of lambda for the mess hall.  
 
    It didn’t take long for night to take hold across the world, although within the binary system, the night was more akin to dusk as a bright red palate washed across the sky. Arriving at the spaceport, they noticed their inpatient team waiting beside the shuttle. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Yumie asked, “did you buy the entire market?” 
 
    “Almost,” Sean sighed, “just look at all this rubbish,” he said, holding up the vast array of bags he dragged along with him. It didn’t take long for the team to prepare for flight, but as Sean was about to close the outer door, a familiar Theran skittered towards him at high speeds, kicking up the sand behind him. “Cestos,” he smiled, watching as the flamboyant alien made his way up the ramp. 
 
    “Oh, hello there,” Cestos beamed, “I thought I’d come and see everyone a final time before you departed,” it said, looking around checking if anyone was watching them. Deciding it was safe, it leant in closer, “how did you like that little care package I dropped for you?” 
 
    “You,” Sean gasped, “you dropped those weapons down to us? Not that we managed to do much with them, it was only a matter of luck that we escaped that one.” 
 
    “A new ally helped, I gather,” it smiled. “Be careful of that one, friend, their race is only loyal if the credits are good, treat him with a dishonest eye at all times.” With a quick glance into the compartment, Sean saw Zarid and Fez deep in discussion, there appeared to be no hostilities… yet. 
 
    “I’ll take it into consideration,” he replied, worried the Theran had some prejudice against the Fre. “Is there anything else I can help you with, Cestos? We’re cleared for atmospheric exit so have to get going in a minute.” 
 
    “No, no,” the alien shook its head. “Although…” one of its four hands held Sean’s arm, “you could take me with you, if that meathead Fre is coming along I’d also like passage off this planet.”  
 
    “Cestos…” he sighed, “we can’t just pick up stragglers at every stop who are unhappy with their living conditions, our ship would be full after the first world. Anyway, what can you offer us? Theoretically, anyway.” 
 
    “Theoretically, of course,” the alien winked. “I’m a great chef, I imagine the ship is serviced by servitude bots? Imagine freshly cooked meals with recipes from across the known galaxy.”  
 
    The thought alone made Sean’s mouth water, if he could teach him some recipes from Earth then everything would be better. 
 
    “Well…” Sean pondered, hesitating, “It’s not actually my decision, I’d have to ask Fez, but the least I could do is ask after you helped us.” With a respectful bow, the alien allowed him to stroll off.  
 
    “Fez, my oldest, best friend,” he said loudly, “remember Cestos? Well, he’s the one who actually gave us weapons to fight Zarid’s gang, he wants passage on the Mar’Ell to get off the planet…” he paused for a moment, “… he’s scared for his life after helping us.” With a huff, Fez waved to allow the alien inside. 
 
    “I hear you are afraid your life may be in danger after helping us,” Fez asked. With a cold look, Cestos locked eyes with Sean and replied. 
 
    “Y…Yes, very scared, I’m not sure I’ll survive the night with the spice gangs chasing me,” it replied. 
 
    “See Fez, he’s really scared,” Sean said. 
 
    “I’m not a he,” Cestos interrupted. “Therans are A-sexual and reproduce by parthenogenesis, different from your species I imagine.”  
 
    Thinking he had learnt too much about the Therans, he turned back to Fez, waiting for an answer. A brief silence filled the compartment as everyone looked on, waiting for the Captain. 
 
    “We do not have any seats your size,” Fez huffed. In a flash Cestos scurried over towards an empty chair, contorting himself in unnatural ways to fit, with a clink the harnesses strapped around his large body and held him in place. “That answers that I guess,” Fez shrugged.  
 
    “He’s a good chef as well,” added Sean, “we need one of those.” 
 
    Fez looked at the creature intently, rubbing his chin in a very Human way. “I will assign you quarters when we are back aboard,” he finally let out. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you! –“ 
 
    “- But, any signs of trouble and you are out, that applies to you both.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Zarid nodded. 
 
    With that, Sean secured himself in the cockpit, fired up the drives and prepared for flight.  
 
    Passing through the atmosphere, they cruised towards the Mar’Ell, she was still docked with Radiance Station and now that the resupply mission had completed, they could leave.  
 
    The station was enormous, many magnitudes larger than any Ioution or Xuron vessel he had witnessed, excluding the colony ship he was a prisoner on. It’s bright white surface reflected the binary stars perfectly giving it a luminous sheen that washed over its smooth, curved surface.  
 
    Long retractable arms extended from its central hull for larger ships to dock. Turrets and long-range launchers menacingly peppered its superstructure giving interlocking arcs of fire. Sean felt a little intimidated as the bemouth that filled their view. 
 
    A slight change in orientation signalled a tractor beam had been engaged to land their vessel smoothly into one of the Mar’Ell’s cavernous holds. 
 
    The crew dispersed along their own paths. Zarid and Cestos walked with Fez who showed them to their quarters, he was still suspicious of them both, especially Zarid, but the Fre had already proved his combat prowess.  
 
    “Give me a hand then you oaf,” Taris demanded, almost falling over herself as she tried to juggle carrying everything she had bought. Sean took some of the bags from her and held out his hand help her out of the shuttle.  
 
    But it was to no avail.  
 
    She tripped on the lip of the bulkhead and tumbled forwards, crashing into the unsuspecting Human. “Great entrance,” Sean moaned, untangling himself and retrieving the scattered items.           
 
    “Follow me,” Taris stormed off leaving him to carry it all. 
 
    Waddling from side-to-side as the weight of the bags drew him down, he made his way through the ship’s hallways towards their shared quarters. There was an upbeat feeling across the ship, the crew were convinced that they were going to find something special, whether they were right or not he had no idea, but the mood was infectious.  
 
    Using his face, he tapped the console to his door for it to open. He stumbled across the room and dropped the bags to the floor drawing another fearsome glare from the irate Ioution 
 
    “Right,” he huffed, catching his breath, “I should go and check on what’s happening with Zarid and Cestos, make sure they’ve got everything they need.” With an uninterested smile from Taris, he left, making his way across the ship to the guest area.  
 
    He was amazed to see it was lavishly decorated, in comparison to other parts of the ship it was a palace. A dim, white light bathed the smooth, dark blue polymer walls that were engraved with various Ioution pieces of art, and in true Ioution fashion, they were all very literal and lacked the spontaneity of Human creation. Making his way around the corner, he heard the loud chatter of his new crewmates.  
 
    “Ho-ly crap,” he gasped. 
 
    He was mortified to see the quality of the rooms compared to his own. Lavish chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their crystalline structure looked as if it had formed naturally as it let off a warm light that coated the pearlescent floor.  
 
    “Wow,” he said with hands on hips, “I guess ambassador to Earth isn’t as important as the new ship’s chef, huh.” 
 
    “Do not be so stupid,” Fez replied “all you have got to do is file a request for one of these rooms and it will be reviewed. We are an equal opportunities vessel.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Sean said smugly, “I file a verbal request for one of these rooms.” 
 
    “Request denied,” Fez replied deadpan. “You are just not offering anything to me, Cestos on the other hand,” he said, turning to face the quiet Theran, “Cestos offered to cook me a Qurai from my home world, I am almost certain he deserves this room to rest and rekindle his creativity.” With a defeated sigh, Sean left the room plotting his revenge on the Captain, but an announcement over the shipwide comms interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “Captain Feghouli to the bridge, we’re ready to depart on your command.” 
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FEVER DREAMS 
 
      
 
    The gentle hum of the ship echoed through Sean’s quarters, the dim, sepia lights faintly illuminated the room as he tossed and turned in bed. Thoughts raced through his mind, repeating as if caught in their own echo chamber. They had only been in slip space for a few days, but the constant travelling with no time to stop was already playing with his fragile psyche.  
 
    He had hoped for the occasional visit to an alien world. But no stop was forthcoming. They were on a direct course for the signal with no solid information on what they were to find, the image of a Xuron dreadnaught waiting for them drew a cold sweat as he turned to face the sleeping Taris. She seemed completely unfazed by what was happening, if anything, she seemed overly excited to explore the outer rim.  
 
    Unable to fully commit to sleep, he sat on the edge of the bed. With aching knees, he stood, stretching out the knots which had formed in his muscles as he slept. Slipping into a casual uniform, he exited his quarters and made his way along the deserted corridors where their new guests stayed. He didn’t expect them to be awake, but it was worth a try.  
 
    Slipping around the corner he noticed a bright light coming out from between the thin seams around one of the doors. He buzzed the communicator and waited for a response. Within a few seconds, the door receded back into the wall allowing the bright light to spew out into the faintly lit hallway.  
 
    “Hello,” Cestos beamed with a confused look scrawled across his brow, “I thought you would be asleep with everyone else, I must say this ship’s time is so out of sync with my own it almost makes me feel ill.”  
 
    “I imagine your body clock is out of whack having lived in a binary system,” Sean said, rubbing his bloodshot eyes, “It can’t be easy adjusting to the regimented time keeping on a military ship.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be fine,” Cestos replied, waving away his concerns, “I’m more worried about you, just look at the colour of your skin, you look as white as the Dead Sea on Caspin-IV. I’ll tell you what, seeing as your energy levels seem low, why don’t I cook you something.” 
 
    “Really?” he questioned, surprised that the Theran wanted to cook this late, “I won’t argue if you fancy doing it, that might be just what I need to stave off this homesickness, or whatever it is.”  
 
    With a smile, Cestos jumped up onto his four legs and skated towards the exit, he was excitably cheerful as always and immediately perked up Sean’s dour mood 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for? Follow me,” Cestos said. Without hesitation, Sean followed the energetic alien down the corridors towards the mess hall. “Tell me about yourself, Sean, I don’t know you very well, and I imagine you’ve read the report I gave Fez on my past by now.” 
 
    “I have,” he nodded, “but me? Well, I grew up in a city in the northern hemisphere of Earth, I joined the Terran Fleet when I was young enough because it seemed a route for adventure, something my parents would have been proud of, ‘ya know?” Pausing, he glanced over at the fully engrossed alien, “I haven’t spoken to my dad in a while, when I became ambassador aboard this ship I had to leave him behind for his own safety, people on my planet can be…” 
 
    “Vindictive, jealous, arrogant, bitter, spiteful,” Cestos interrupted, “I’ve experienced it all.” 
 
    “All of them are true,” he sighed, “but after becoming an ambassador, well… Things became a bit more complicated for me. Travelling aboard the Mar’Ell is an honour for anyone, especially someone like me, poorly educated and from a backwater planet like Earth. Honestly, the only resource we currently trade away to the Ioutions is Ytterbium, and I have no idea what it even is.”  
 
    Arriving in the empty mess hall, Cestos disappeared into the open kitchen and began to talk quietly to his ingredients as if to encourage their participation. A kaleidoscope of slip space colours, diffused by the Mar’Ell’s outer shielding, danced across the slim vertical viewports. The quiet room suddenly came alive with the sounds of rattling pans and the aroma of sweet spices. No replicator timers going off there, he smiled to himself and relaxed into the mood.  
 
    “Here you are,” Cestos smiled, placing down a plate in front of the Human.  
 
    “Wow,” he admired with wide eyes, “you really are good,” he said between large mouthfuls of seared meats and spiced vegetables. Watching on in silence, the Theran allowed Sean to enjoy the moment, freshly prepared meals aboard a ship were a rare treat. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” Cestos eventually spoke up, “the meat is from an Ariuno, a species of herbivore from Emeio, prepared the Theran way, of course.” Sean thought about asking for seconds but begrudgingly pushed the empty plate to the side.  
 
    “So, I read your report, you used to be a street actor on another world, what got you into that?”  
 
    “Many things,” Cestos huffed, his usual upbeat demeanour dropping for a moment. “My guardian was a performer in musicals throughout the culturally diverse planets within our system, they never gained a huge amount of fame, but just enough to be recognised on occasion. Acting in the theatre was always a pseudo dream after seeing what they achieved. Sadly, yet predictably, their particular talents fell out of favour. After borrowing credits to survive from nefarious sources and finding themselves unable to pay it back, they were... killed.” Cestos closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sean said. 
 
    A sombre mood descended upon them as Sean wished he hadn’t pried. “I took up performance to get closer to them after their death, I never really got to know them or what they did, I just happened to find an innate passion they must have passed on to me after birth.” 
 
    “After birth?” Sean questioned, “you say they and them, were there two?” 
 
    “No,” Cestos replied glumly, “as I said the other day, we reproduce through parthenogenesis, while you would refer to them as our birth mother, they are treated as our guardian until we grow enough to fend for ourselves, but many times the guardian will treat their offspring with the same love and care any other species would.”  
 
    Enlightened, but not wanting to delve any deeper into the turbulent story of his friend’s prior life, he let it go suggesting they meet again on a new day. 
 
    Sean returned to his quarters to a stirring Taris. “Up already?” she asked, squinting at the lights and yawning, “you said you were tired last night… did that old zombie film get to you?” 
 
    “Funny,” he snarled sarcastically, slipping under the covers, “I spent some time with Cestos, there’s a lot to him, his exuberance hides a troubled past.” Taris fell silent for a moment, collapsing back onto the pillow. 
 
    “There’s a lot about both newcomers we don’t know,” she said, hinting towards something more, “we should be cautious, their true motive for joining could be veiled behind false platitudes.” 
 
    For a moment, the words rang in his mind, what does she mean by that he thought, does she know more than she’s letting on? Questions would need to be asked, but now was not the time, the lack of sleep on top of the depressing backstory of Cestos made him heavy eyed.  
 
    Within mere seconds he was back asleep, the troubles of the galaxy as far away as they could be. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been fourteen days since they left the relative safety of Emeio, now, they were firmly in the lands the Ioutions described as ‘the Outer Rim.’ The long, eventless journey and strict flight protocols numbed everyone’s mind aboard the ship, he was certain that if Zarid and Cestos knew just how dull the day-to-day life was on a military ship they would have backed out.  
 
    Sitting at a spare terminal on the busy bridge, he leant back, casually watching the long-range scanners as weak signatures came and went in the blink of an eye. He took this time to research the history of his two new friend’s races, it revealed a long, storied past of struggle and conflict.  
 
    Seems to be universal he decided.  
 
    Faint readings of star systems flashed onto his display as they passed through them at a constant high velocity, for how vast the galactic community seemed, they only controlled a small portion of the actual galaxy.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” a female voice asked, tapping him lightly on the shoulder.  
 
    Taris had been his crux on the journey so far, he was amazed that the tight space and lack of stimulation hadn’t driven them to gladiatorial style fights in the mess hall.   
 
    He spun his chair around to see the radiant Ioution silhouetted against the subtle lighting that circled the ceiling. She wore a pilot’s uniform, its honeycomb material stuck to her like a second layer of skin.  
 
    “Better now,” he said, admiring the view, “where the hell did you find that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” she winked mischievously “you like it?” 
 
    “Like it?” he gulped, trying to focus, “Yeah, I like it, come, sit,” he said, spinning the chair around to a chorus of squeaks. As she sat down, Sean manipulated the height adjuster making the chair slowly descend folding her tall frame like a deck chair. 
 
    “Good one,” she squirmed, raising the height of the chair back to normal. “Have you seen Fez? He’s been a bit reclusive since the trip begun, I’m worried about him.” 
 
    “Not really,” he shook his head, “he can’t be far, he’s probably busy.” The pair fell silent as they watched the slip bubble wash over the large front window, it wouldn’t be long until they were at the signal, but there was still over a week of what felt like torture ahead.  
 
    Walking over to Yumie’s station he found the upbeat Ioution was engrossed in his work, with a thick pair of headphones covering his ginger ears. “Yumie,” he said, shaking him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Hm?” the alien articulated, “Oh, Sean, it’s good to see you, here take a listen to this.”  
 
    Handing him the headphones, he tried balancing them on his comparatively small head. A foreboding swept through him, crushing his upbeat mood. It was faint, but there was an undercurrent through the galactic static that sounded awfully close to the fast, incoherent clicks and chittering of Xuron speech. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “If you think Xuron chatter, then yes, it is,” Yumie replied, “It might be nothing, signals propagate long distances, and judging by the clarity, or lack thereof, they are pretty far away from our current position.”  
 
    Running a hand through his outgrown hair, Sean took a seat beside the Ioution, taking a moment to gather his thoughts. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” he finally conceded, “what would they be doing out here? It doesn’t offer any real tactical advantage.” 
 
    “Don’t let it play on your mind Sean, in deep space it will take hold and consume your thoughts. Ignore it.” Yumie stood and straightened his jacket, “excuse me, I have duties to attend to.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Screaming, Sean’s eyes snapped open as he woke in a cold sweat. He lashed his arms out searching for a weapon, sure he was being attacked by whatever stood beside his bed. 
 
    “Shh, shh,” Taris whispered, gently rubbing his head, “It’s alright, you’re safe, you’re aboard the Mar’Ell with me and no one is coming for you.”  
 
    “Memories or a dream,” he muttered. “The cold of the metal digging into my mind, the scratching of the restraints around my ankles…”  
 
    With a sigh, Taris held him close, wrapping her arms around him as she pulled the distraught Human closer. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered, the warmth of her body calmed him down, making him sleepy, “don’t ever leave me.”  
 
    As he drifted back to a world other than his own, a large jolt rocked him awake. Within a few moments, a general alarm shrieked across the ship.  
 
    “Get up,” Taris yelled, climbing over the groggy Human, “we have to get going, anything could be happening.” He watched as she slipped into her uniform, completely mesmerised at the sight. “Come on!” she shouted at the gawping male.  
 
    The pair rushed from their quarters and charged towards the bridge. The red warning lights that illuminated the corridors were an ominous warning to what Sean could only imagine was an attack. His heart began to race as he mentally prepared himself for combat, his muscles tensed involuntarily at the thought of holding a weapon with the intention of killing.  
 
    Storming onto the bridge Sean shouted at the surprised Captain. “Where do you want us? tactical, weapons, we’re ready to roll.” Every head turned to face the two who stood breathing heavily. There was a moment of silence before Fez turned in his chair, frowning, and confused. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fez inquired, “you were not called to the bridge.” 
 
    “But we heard the alarm” Taris panted. 
 
    “Alarm?” Fez said as a look of concern furrowed his brow, “that was an alert telling the engineering team that there was a problem with one of the drives, nothing either of you two should be concerned with.”  
 
    With an embarrassed glance towards one another, they skulked off the bridge with their heads hung low, just one moment of something is all I ask Sean thought.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, Zarid, how are you finding life aboard the Mar’Ell?” Sean asked.  
 
    Sean, Taris, and Zarid found themselves together in the observation room, browsing through the vast database of sectors and systems the Ioutions had knowledge of. Darkness engulfed the room, but the bright holographic images that were projected out from the walls immersed everything in a faded, multispectral glow.  
 
    They viewed Desciea, the Ioution Capital world, it’s lush green landscape with rolling white clouds illuminated every surface in the small room. Looking at it closely, the image reminded him of Earth, as it did before, but this time he had no feelings of a being far away from his home, he was glad to be rid of the cauldron of despair he had found himself in. 
 
    “I like it,” Zarid replied, “you have every comfort known to the galaxy, food replicators, sonic showers, weapons that, while not the cream of the Ioution fleet, make other races tremble. I would say life is pretty good.” 
 
    “Of course you mention the weapons,” Taris scowled, receiving a dismissive glance from the Fre.  
 
    There was an undercurrent of hostility between the two, neither spoke openly about it, but every interaction seemed to be laced with poison and bile. Ignoring it, Sean circled the room, holographic images were painted across his body as he strolled in front of the projectors to get a better look at the planet.  
 
    “How many of you are there?” Sean questioned. 
 
    “Enough,” Zarid evaded, “after so many centuries… or millennia, of oppression, we felt the innate desire to rebuild our species, so we did.” With his face awash with the faint blue glow coming from the control panel, Zarid changed the planet image to something new. In a flash of bright white light, it morphed to a new world. Its surface was a muddy brown but was discoloured by the deep red hue of the atmosphere. Large mountains rose majestically from the rocky surface as large, purple oceans sat between the four continents. “This is our home world – Kayter,” Zarid said, puffing out his muscular chest with pride, “It may not look like much, but we get a lot done with very little.” 
 
    “I’d love to see it one day,” Sean replied, observing the flashing red dots which indicated large settlements or cities. “maybe we can…” a ship-wide communication interrupted him. 
 
    “All officers report to the bridge, slip exit is imminent,” came Yumie’s voice.  
 
    “Well, I guess that’s it for today then,” he shrugged, placing a hand on Zarid’s shoulder as he passed him and left the observation room.  
 
    Ioution officers with their sharp uniforms and perfect posture hurried past him with a respectful nod in his direction. He was unsure if he would be welcome on the bridge, but he couldn’t miss the most exciting moment of the last few months of his life. 
 
    On the bridge, an air of excitement swept the weeks of travel tedium away, but the crew remained cautious of what they would find.  
 
    “Sixty seconds until slip exit, Captain,” Yumie said, turning to face Fez who sat calmly at central command.  
 
    “Excellent, thank you,” Fez replied.  
 
    Time seemed to slow as a nervous tension invaded the bridge.  
 
    “Ten seconds Captain, nine, eight, seven, six, five…” Yumie counted down, the entire bridge crew tensed up with every number, “two, one, exit.”  
 
    In a blinding flash, the ship slammed out from slip space arriving at their destination, a few among the crew began to cheer before Yumie shouted over the top of them.  
 
    “Contacts!” he yelled, “one of unknown origin, the other…” he gulped. 
 
    “Xuron,” Fez growled. 
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INTO THE BREACH 
 
      
 
    “Tactical, get me a firing solution,” Fez yelled, “redirect power from non-essential systems to the shields and find out what we’re facing out there.” 
 
    Only seconds had passed since they slipped into the unnamed system and detected two foreign signatures. One was of unknown origin, but the other was a Xuron lying in wait for the Mar’Ell to arrive. 
 
    “Power build-up detected…” Yumie was barely able to finish his sentence before a superheated bolt of plasma streaked from the Xuron ship, it’s long, luminous green tail wagged behind as it raced towards them at high speed.  
 
    “Evasive manoeuvres,” Fez barked pointing towards the region of space he wanted helm to push them into.  
 
    Oblivious to the Captain’s motions, helm pushed the ship hard to starboard. Vibrations coursed through the deck plating as the grav engines struggled to respond to the sharp, immediate change of direction, and as such, they couldn’t avoid what was coming.  
 
    With a loud crash, plasma slammed into their shields rocking everyone inside the ship. Sean was thrown forwards, banging his head down on the terminal. Regaining his composure, he looked at the external camera, green gases wisped from their energy barrier, as the shields disrupted the incoming fire. 
 
    Sean held onto his chair as the Mar’Ell swung, riding the wave of gravity the ship produced as it travelled, the manoeuvre was violent as the pilot attempted to bring them about to a stable course.  
 
    “Captain, forward banks are at full capacity, ready on your orders,” tactical declared. 
 
    “Banks one through five, fire,” ordered Fez, sitting confidently back into his chair.  
 
    An odd feeling rushed through Sean as bright, red energy built on the underside of the ship, the tips of his fingers tingled for a moment before outgoing fire thumped through the walls in quick succession. Streaks of energy arced across space like lightning, jumping from point to point as it made its way towards the Xuron ship. They let off a visible heat, distorting the faint view of the enemy. 
 
    “We got a clear reading, Captain,” tactical declared, “It’s a Xuron destroyer but it seems to be low on personnel, I’m only detecting minimal life signs aboard the vessel.”  
 
    Ignoring the conversation, Sean zoomed his view in towards the destroyer wanting to see its destruction first hand, he didn’t have to wait long. One after the other, the five bolts thumped into the port side of the ship. The first produced minimal cosmetic scarring, but with each subsequent hit, the damage became worse until eventually a large tear had been carved deep into the ship's plating.  
 
    “Two additional incomings,” tactical yelled. 
 
    Within moments, the ship was once again rocked on its axis by powerful balls of plasma that smashed the Mar’Ell, the dissipating blue energy of the shields wrapped around the vessel, its honeycomb structure flashing past the bridge’s window.  
 
    “Incoming fighters,” Yumie yelled. 
 
    “Activate point defences,” Fez replied, “keep the range close, I do not want them avoiding our fire.”  
 
    Ports across the side of the ship opened, revealing multiple cannons hidden within dark chambers. The dual-turreted weapons fixed into position, working autonomously to acquire, and destroy targets.  
 
    “One of the new things you hinted at?” Sean asked, turning to Fez. 
 
    “It is one of the benefits of having a distinguished flagship, we get the first choice on some new technology,” he smirked, “but we had to lose our kinetic weapons.”  
 
    Xuron fighters were swept aside as they threw themselves into the wall of fire unleashed by the Mar’Ell’s point defences. A graveyard of organic compounds and twisted metal collided chaotically outside the Ioution shields.                                                 
 
    “Weapons,” Fez ordered.                                         
 
    “Sir?”                                                 
 
    “Finish her,” the Captain pointed toward the venting destroyer on the tactical view screen.                       
 
    Devastating heavy plasma bolts impacted along the Xuron hull twisting the destroyer off its axis. A viscous green liquid spewed from the burning breech as escaping atmosphere ejected its crushed components.  
 
    “Yes!” Sean cheered, “It’s going down, just pick off those fighters and we’re good.”  
 
    As if obeying his command, the tactical officer diverted power from the main weapons to defences. With an increased rate of fire, the space surrounding their cruiser was engulfed in bright red luminous veins of energy which slammed into the helpless fighters.  
 
    But without warning the Mar’Ell was rocked once more as an alarm began to wail throughout the ship.  
 
    “Damage report,” Fez checked the ships holograph in front of him for hull breaches. 
 
    “Slight plasma damage to our bow, Captain, it seems mostly superficial. It looks like they channelled their remaining energy into one final shot.” 
 
    “How is the destroyer doing?” Fez asked. 
 
    “Poorly. They’ve sustained heavy thermal damage to their main systems as well as damage to their main reactor, they aren’t dead in the water just yet, but they aren’t far from it,” Yumie reported after a few moments.  
 
    Fez sat lost in thought while the ship dialled back the point defences, they had done their job, the fighters began to retreat to their crippled ship.  
 
    “One final assault,” Fez demanded, his objective clear, “charge forward banks and finish them off, we cannot allow them any communication or respite, no mercy shall be given this day.”  
 
    Three loud weapons signatures quietened the bridge as energy contorted towards the destroyer. Destruction was immediate as miniature explosions ran along its hull, sequentially detonating until they reached the rear of the vessel. Then, in a blinding white-hot light, the vessel exploded from its rearmost point, shattering into large chunks which spun away from the twisted skeleton that remained.  
 
    “So, what now,” Sean asked, looking around at the crew who in turn glanced towards their Captain. 
 
    “Now,” Fez said, letting out a long, calming breath, “now we find out what that other signature is and how viable it is for inspection.”  
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” Yumie declared, turning to face his console.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Yumie to come back with what he had found. “It’s a ship,” he said to a chorus of gasps that filled the room as each person scrambled to look at the blurry image being displayed on their consoles. “It’s a ship that we have no information on, it’s a design we know nothing about – its origins are completely unknown.”  
 
    “So, do you think it’s dangerous?” Sean questioned, “I mean, can we go over there and explore it?” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing I hadn’t gotten to yet,” Yumie said as the bridge paused in anticipation, “remember when we declared a small contingent of Xuron on the destroyer…” 
 
    “Yes…” Fez said, already knowing what was coming next. 
 
    “Well, they’re on the new ship, not a huge amount, though…” 
 
    “What’s not huge,” Taris scowled. 
 
    “… About ten… or twenty,” Yumie said through gritted teeth, waiting for a slap on the head.  
 
    One never came, instead, people regressed back into their chairs with a sigh, apathetic towards the situation. Standing, Fez drew the rooms attention before speaking. 
 
    “This is why we are here,” he said, projecting his voice, “we did not know what we would find. We have found something incredible, yet we get downhearted at some Xuron? This is not the Ioution way. It is time we arm ourselves and claim that ship ensuring its history remains intact and not lost to the depths of space.”  
 
    “I’m going,” Sean stood, nodding towards the appreciative Captain. 
 
    “No,” Taris said, standing, “we’re going.” One by one various members of the crew stood to show their support, lacking a trained combat team everyone would need to pull together. 
 
    “I’ll come,” Zarid said, stood casually leaning against the bridge’s door frame, “I fancy a bit of action, plus I’ve never fought one of these aliens before, it sounds interesting.”  
 
    “It is decided then,” Fez beamed, “get to the armoury, grab a weapon then reconvene in the hangar, I’ll ensure some shuttles are readied for us.”  
 
    The atmosphere was electric as the crew sprinted away from the bridge leaving a deputy command, for many, this was their first experience in combat, so Sean knew the usual squad would need to pick up the slack.  
 
    The dual doors to the armoury split open releasing the heavy trapped odour of charging capacitors and refuelling plasma coils. 
 
    Nervous Ioutions picked through the armaments, looking confused at the wide selection available to them. Knowing it was his time to shine, he confidently stepped forward. 
 
    “This is a rifle, it’s designed for long-range combat and picking targets off from distance, it’s invaluable as a support tool to an advancing squad,” he lectured, demonstrating how you hold the weapon.  
 
    Within moments, a crowd gathered around as he laid out an assortment, explaining their pros and cons to the group. It didn’t take long for each of them to assign themselves to task groups. Sean, on the other hand, selected two weapons. Knowing they would be in close combat, he went with a plasma pistol and a repeater, two weapons that excelled at close to medium range.  
 
    “Here they are,” Fez said gleefully, picking up his usual blades. With a flick of his wrist the blade’s edge sparked into life as energy rippled down its sharp spine, sparks flew off from its surface as he cut through the air with casual swings. “You never forget how to use one.”  
 
    He looked over to see Taris pulling a thick vest over her chest before snapping a weapon to one of its points. It fit snuggly over the skin-tight suit she had been adapting over the last week, even giving it its own name – Fortune. She had morphed it from the basic vestment that pilots wore into something more, now it monitored her life signs as well as providing some basic kinetic and thermal protection. 
 
    “Fortune not enough for you, eh?” Sean asked, watching as she slipped on some combat boots. 
 
    “Not yet, but she will be,” Taris smiled, “all the protection while still being able to seduce any creature out there.” 
 
    “You’ll need that protection if you think your powers of seduction are anything to brag about,” he laughed, walking out from the armoury.  
 
    Winding through the hallways of the ship, he eventually arrived at the hangar with Taris and the others not far behind. Flight crew hurried about preparing their shuttles for the short trip over to the unidentified vessel. They didn’t know much about it thus far, Xuron life signs appeared throughout, but there was a large amount of interference jamming much of their technology from gaining an accurate picture. Whatever the ship was, it was something even the Ioutions had never encountered.  
 
    Acknowledging the flight crews shuttle status, Sean made the obligatory pre-flight checks. An energetic adrenaline-laced silence filled the cabin as the assault team strapped themselves in.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” Sean shouted back, craning his head around the sharp corner. 
 
    “Ready,” came the chorus of replies.  
 
    With an inward nod to himself, he slipped on the neural transmitter and flicked a switch on the flashing console. With a gentle rumble, the reactors spooled up, feeding power to every major system aboard. Within moments, a light flashed on above their exit signalling that the area around them was clear to proceed.  
 
    An off-white, ovoid hull that reflected no light caused the shuttle's crew to draw breath. “Are you seeing this?” Sean whispered, afraid to wake the slumbering giant. Portholes ran symmetrically around its curvature, but with no sign of propulsion or weapons, it looked truly alien.                                
 
    “Touchdown in one minute,” he yelled.  
 
    With a yank of the controls, the shuttle jolted backwards rocking everyone in their seats. Hovering, the two vessels slowly descended towards the foreign hull, only sure of one thing that they would find. With a thump, the three landing struts attempted to magnetise to the hull, but it was no use. We’re not getting any traction he mused, this really is made from something strange.  
 
    Instead, he deployed the limpets, vacuums on the lander's feet that held them steady, it was crude and frowned upon, but it was here for these exact scenarios.  
 
    “Alright everyone, gear up and double check your breathers, no mistakes,” Fez ordered.  
 
    Within moments, each team member had affixed their air supply and formed their protective shielding to provide them with a stable atmosphere. The hatch hissed open, venting atmosphere as a thin white cloud. 
 
    Sean was the first to leap out, he felt light as his boots tried to gain a grip on the hull, but there was just enough of a gravitational field being generated inside the ship to hold him in place. Turning back, he watched as the rest of his crew, as well as the second team, each descended and formed up on him. Yumie pulled out a scanner to which Zarid batted away the technology. 
 
    “We don’t need that here,” he smiled, pointing to the implant that was inlaid just above his eye, “I’ve got all the technology we need right here.”  
 
    “I’ll feel safer if we can all see the scans,” Yumie hissed. He brought the scanner up and built a profile of the vessel’s innards. “Here seems like a good place for entry,” he said, circling an area a few metres away, “cutting through there should take us into a large room with no life signs.” Nodding, Sean waved over the engineers to begin slicing through the hull. 
 
    The thermal lance had little effect on the unyielding hull. Introducing microscopic nanohybrids into the white-hot plating began to produce results as they disassembled the material at a macroscopic level. On closer inspection, the exterior looked like a super hard polymer that resembled plastic. But an attempted breach showed that it was resistant, if not more so than their own hull. 
 
     “Captain, we are through.”  
 
    Zarid rushed towards the newly formed entry and poked his head through. “Well I’ll be damned,” he looked back with a toothy smile. 
 
    “Wait,” Fez ordered, “I will be the first through, stand aside, Fre.”  
 
    With a sarcastic wave towards the hole, Zarid took a step back allowing the Captain to approach. Sean followed closely behind, the two of them stood staring down into the dark abyss below, the lighting seemed to be out making the entire operation that much more difficult. But, with a deep breath, Fez launched himself off from the platform and careered downwards. He landed with a heavy whack and grimaced in pain.  
 
    “You alright, Fez?” Sean questioned over the comms. 
 
    “Fine,” Fez groaned, “wait a few seconds and get everyone to jump.”  
 
    Relaying the information, Sean took up position and threw himself off, landing in an ungainly heap amongst a pitch-black void. His senses went into overdrive as he listened out for the faintest sound. Calmly, he twisted the head of the torch affixed to his chest, the light burst into existence and pushed back the darkness. 
 
    One after the other the crew jumped down, each turning their own personal torch on to provide some semblance of illumination. They stood in a large room filled with dead consoles. Evidence of the forced entry floated like dusty rain through the yellow torch beams. They gathered together, listening. The ship was unnervingly silent, every footstep echoed away possibly alerting the entire ship. 
 
    “Wow,” Taris marvelled, startling the entire team, “It looks like a schoolroom, just look at these,” she said as she picked up a stack of thin, tablet-like devices which were arranged along the tables.  
 
    As she handed one to Sean, the screen flickered into life and displayed a screen with nothing but an outline of a circle. She handed a tablet out to each team member but no one else triggered a reaction, all eyes were on him as he looked closer at the device.  
 
    There was nothing to be seen, but an idea formed in his mind, and removing his glove he placed his thumb on the screen, to which it made a low beep. Amazed that there was a reaction, Taris tried with her own device, but nothing happened, the screen remained idle and emitted no noise. 
 
    “What the hell,” Sean muttered, inspecting the device, trying to find out anything he could.  
 
    Once he deemed nothing more could be accomplished, he shoved the device into his pocket and continued. He stood beside the thick, metal door and looked back at the team, they nodded in unison for him to proceed.  
 
    Tapping the terminal adjacent to the exit, the door receded into the ceiling to reveal the dark hallway beyond. The mysteries that lay ahead were of significant interest to them all and it would only be a matter of time until the Xuron showed, but, for now, they were safe… 
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WAKING THE DEMONS 
 
      
 
    As he stepped out into the dark, barren hallway, Sean felt a pleasant warmth envelop his body. Large multicoloured pipes ran along the ceiling and split off in different directions at the intersection ahead of them. Coloured lines ran along the floor directing traffic to various decks and sections of the ship, he couldn’t understand the Arabic looking language on the floor and walls, but he imagined the text scrawled on the wall of the room he had just left read ‘school.’  
 
    A thick layer of dust covered everything, his footsteps left a visible trail on the smooth white floor that was underfoot.  
 
    “Squad-A, on me, Squad-B, on Razel-Assira-Noxehl, check your readings and we will reconvene… here,” Fez said, pointing to a location two decks below them.  
 
    Razel’s team faded gradually into the darkness following a slow curve until they were out of sight. 
 
    “Seems to be summin’ living, my implants see ‘em clear as day,” Zarid declared, seeming to concentrate on a random point of space. “Two signatures, they’re not far from us so we better keep quiet,” he turned, smiling, “Isn’t this just a blast?” 
 
    “Sure…” Sean replied, “having the time of my life.” Fez waved the team over. As they bunched up they each stared longingly down the dimly lit hallway. “Shall we?” Sean asked.  
 
    They moved off cautiously, adrenaline pumping. In the silence, every distant echo became a possible ambush. Each room they passed seemed to have been abandoned in a rush. A half-eaten meal, upturned chairs, and monitors displaying lines of indecipherable code added to the pounding tension. They paused at a three-way junction with black lettering on each cave-like entrance.  
 
    “Life support seems to be working,” Sean knelt at a floor level vent, “at least we know why it’s so hot in here.”  
 
    “Can anyone read this?” Taris asked, “does anyone even know what language it is?”  
 
    In unison, the team shook their heads. But their attention was soon drawn to the clanging of metal in the distance that echoed throughout. In a snap movement, they dove into cover and turned their chest lights off. 
 
    “Zarid, is there anything down that way?” Fez questioned. 
 
    The Fre crept gently up to the corner and poked his head around, he scanned the environment in different wavelengths but came up empty. “Nuthin’ I can see,” he declared. 
 
    Ahead, light from large windows pushed into the dark corridor. With a brief glance through each, he saw what appeared to be classrooms. Chairs were neatly tucked under desks and a handful of powered tablets bathed the organised room in a low, blue glow.  
 
    “This has to be a deck full of rooms just like this,” Sean declared, “every room we’ve passed has been a classroom of some kind, why would a military ship need rooms for children to study?” 
 
    “You’re assuming it’s a military ship,” Yumie replied.  
 
    Sean shrugged, snapping on his chest lamp as he did. They skulked through the sinister hallways for a while more, but a faint whistling that echoed from behind brought them to a stop. Slowly, its intensity increased.  
 
    “What’s that?” asked Sean, his eyes darting about nervously. 
 
    “Ghosts,” Taris slammed a hand down on his shoulder, “they’re coming to get you.” 
 
    “Funny…” 
 
    “I thought it was,” admitted Zarid. 
 
    With a cautionary glance to one another, they decided to ignore it for the time being and put it down to the dark, haunting atmosphere playing tricks on their minds.  
 
    Up ahead were the two signatures, they wanted to get the drop on the beings so approached slowly, fanning out around the room the aliens had taken up shelter in. As he pressed his back hard against the warm wall, his heart began to race. Taris knelt, ducking under the door’s window as she made her way to cover the other side of their breach point.  
 
    It was a tense few moments while they waited for the signal, his legs felt hollow as he thought back to how long it had been since he was in a real engagement.  
 
    “On my command,” Fez whispered over the radio, snapping him back to reality, “three, two, one… go.”  
 
    On Fez’s command, his mind went into autopilot, with a touch of the terminal the door retreated into the ceiling. He pushed himself off from the wall and spun the corner, bringing his weapon up as he did.  
 
    The first thing that hit him was the smell that wafted from the room. A thick, humid, putrid smell of decaying flesh that he could taste washed over him. The two large Xuron quickly turned, surprised. He had almost forgotten their bug-like appearance. Their bipedal stance was like his own, but their inverted knees and the thick layer of scales that oozed a viscous green puss reminded him how alien they truly were.  
 
    Acquiring a target, his repeater unleashed a fusillade of glowing red bolts towards the enemy. In an instant, two of the Xuron’s four arms were blasted from its body leaving nothing but charred stumps in their place. An ear-splitting shriek came from the being that echoed through the barren hallways. 
 
    Struggling against the recoil, he aimed the weapon towards its head, the scales that made up its face moved autonomously, floating freely on the same green fluid that ran under its thick outer layer. He locked eyes with his prey for one final time, he swore he could see a flash of indignation in the bright yellow iris of the creature as it’s pupils dilated.  
 
    With a final pull of the trigger, death decimated the Xuron, melting away the scales so all that remained of its head was the strong skull underneath. Within moments the second being collapsed to the floor in a pool of luminous green liquid that began to form as it seeped from the corpses. A thick odour of burnt, crisp flesh soon encapsulated every sense, forcing his eyes to water.  
 
    Hurried footsteps came from behind as Fez, Zarid, and the others came charging around the corner.  
 
    “We came as fast as we could,” Fez huffed, “our adjacent door would not open, we heard weapons fire, are you two okay?” 
 
    “It didn’t open?” Taris mused, “ours was fine… Touch the panel again,” she said, looking over towards Sean. With a tap of the terminal, the door snapped closed, locking in the pungent smell that was still fresh.  
 
    “Weird,” Zarid remarked, “first the tablet stuff now this? You sure do have some special powers, Sean” he said, drawing in closer, “you gotta tell me your secret, that’s a cool trick,” he whispered.  
 
    “There is no damn trick,” Sean fumed, “I’m as clueless as everyone else, let’s just get this mission done, this place is giving me the heebie-jeebies.”  
 
    “The heebie-what now?” Taris laughed, “I think the translator blew up trying to decipher that one.”  
 
    With a sarcastic scowl towards her, Sean reopened the door to examine the destroyed Xuron. Body parts, as well as chunks of scale, were thrown across the room which looked to be a medical bay of some kind. Getting in closer, he inspected the bodies, prodding about their rock-solid exterior. 
 
    “Do these seem… weaker to anyone else?” he asked, craning his head around, “they almost seem diseased or something, no way would we have gotten the drop like that on two normal bugs.”  
 
    Bending down, Fez lifted some of the remaining scales around the creature’s face to reveal a black decay running through its veins. “Something is not right,” Fez said, motioning towards the decay, “I have never seen anything like that before, I wonder if there was a disease aboard their ship?” 
 
    “Or the long-distance travel didn’t agree with them,” Taris joked. 
 
    “You could be onto something,” Fez replied, “it is possible they underestimated the nutrition requirements for such a journey, it is not like they operate out in the Outer Rim with any real conviction.” 
 
    “Never change,” Taris sighed, patting the Captain on the shoulder as she left the medical room.  
 
    Forming back up, the five of them silently made their way towards the end of the long hallway. In front of them stood a heavy, metallic double door that looked as if it had been reinforced to be a stop-gap for any hull breaches. 
 
    “Try your hand, Yumie,” Sean said, standing to side allowing him to pass. The Ioution waddled up to the terminal and placed his hand on the smooth surface, the only reaction he received was a low tone which emanated from the doors security screen signalling an incorrect request. “You try, Zarid.” Again, the same response came as the Fre touched his hand against its surface.  
 
    Placing his thumb on the terminal, a yellow flashing alarm began to beep gently above the frame. The two doors slowly retracted as they disappeared back into the walls with an audible scratching. Stepping across the large bulkhead, the lights overhead snapped on, illuminating the long hallway.  
 
    Making their way deeper into the ship, they found themselves between two marked doors. On their left, writing across the entrance was scrawled in blue, and to their right in red.  
 
    “What do you think this means?” Fez questioned, putting his ear to the right-hand door.  
 
    “Nothing good,” Sean exclaimed, “red is never good.”  
 
    “Well, I dunno ‘bout that,” exclaimed Zarid, sauntering up to the group, “a glass of Chelrian Procetu is always welcome.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Taris pushed the reluctant Human towards the door’s terminal, and with a little coaxing, forced him to gain access. With an aching groan, the door slowly receded into the ceiling revealing the room beyond. Motioning sarcastically, he allowed the rest of the team through before him. 
 
    “Get your weird ass in here,” Taris shouted, “turn the lights on!”  
 
    Grinning, he stepped across the boundary as the overhead lights cascaded into life. A fully stocked armoury with all the tech accessories presented itself to the amazed crew.                            
 
    “Oh… my… God,” he marvelled as the sides of his mouth turned up slowly, realising what he was looking at. “Is this… is this what I think it is?” Before anyone got a chance to answer, he bent over and picked up a small, silver device which he slipped onto his wrist. 
 
    “Sean, don’t!” Taris yelled, but it was too late.  
 
    Reacting to him, the device made a loud snapping noise as a barrier of energy pulsated outwards from its surface, it formed into a rectangle with rounded edges as it let off an oscillating humming noise.  
 
    “It’s a shield,” he said, bouncing from foot to foot, giddy with what he had found.  
 
    The face of the device was awash with stunning blues and purples as energy coursed in waves from bottom to top. “Alright, I’m keeping this,” he rejoiced. “One thing, though… how do I get it off?”  
 
    Yanking on the device yielded no results, so he spat on his arm, much to the disgust of others, and tried to pull once again, all while the energy shield moved with his arm.  
 
    “Let me have a go,” Fez said. As soon as he touched the device a violent electric shock coursed through his body, making him recoil with a few nasty words uttered in Ioution. “Fair enough, you will have to suffer,” he said, “I am not going near anything in this room.”  
 
    With large, puppy dog eyes, Sean looked towards Taris who watched on, shaking her head in embarrassment. “Let me try and find something to pry it off with,” she sighed, she was used to the ridiculous situations the Human always found himself in.  
 
    Pulling a long thin prybar from one of the many tool chests she slowly penetrated the shield and slid the end under the glowing bracelet. With a heave, she pulled the bar up and backwards, but it was no use, and repeated attempts only made Sean shout louder. 
 
     “What a shame,” Fez smiled, reaching for his bladed weapon, “looks like we will have to cut that hand off and replace it with a new one on the Mar’Ell.” 
 
    “No!” Sean screamed, raising the shield up in front of him, but, with another snap, the barrier disappeared, leaving no trace it was ever there.  
 
    With a confused look, he inspected the device closer, he couldn’t find any discernible features other than how incredibly smooth its surface was.  
 
    “Just leave it,” groaned Taris, “we’ll figure it out later.” 
 
    “I’m getting some interesting readings a few decks down,” Zarid stated, “I can’t quite tell what they are… but there is some crazy thermal build-up down there, we should probably check it out.”  
 
    Scowling, Fez reluctantly agreed, he took advisement into consideration constantly, but an outsider instructing his crew approached his limits of tolerance.  “Right,” Fez huffed, “I suppose we make our way down there and check it out. And Sean…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” the Captain sighed as he stepped from the armoury.  
 
    Sean followed the team outside as they made their way towards the end of the hallway. They stood in front of two rounded doors, with a touch of the terminal, they cracked open to reveal a circular pad with bright lights underneath its translucent, cloudy surface. Huddling around inside the tight space, he inspected the terminal which sat flush against the white wall, on its screen were a set of buttons aligned vertically which he assumed were the different decks aboard the ship.  
 
    “What is this?” Taris asked. 
 
    “Some sort of elevator?” Sean replied. 
 
    “It looks like a transportation device, yes,” Fez said. 
 
    “Well then,” Sean said, “I suppose the one in blue is where we currently are, how many levels do you think we should descend?” 
 
    “Three?” he replied, “just try it.”  
 
    Shrugging, he placed his thumb over the odd symbol three lower than the lit one, he expected the elevator to begin moving, pulling them downwards towards their goal. Instead, a wall closed around them and a flash of striking white light engulfed the room, blinding all who didn’t cover their eyes in time. A warm breeze felt as if it wrapped around his body, then, without warning, his spine was jolted with a shock.  
 
    Within moments the light abated, allowing the squad to see once more. With a hiss, the transporter doors split open to reveal a large room, portions of the chamber were gradually being lit as different sets of lights flickered on overhead.  
 
    “We’ve got to get one of those,” Sean exclaimed, “just imagine the… ugh, what the hell is that damn smell.”  
 
    Wafting through the vast, open space, the smell of decay hit them strong as they exited the transporter and stepped onto the cobalt blue grated floor. 
 
    “That’s rough,” said Zarid, “I’m gonna be sick.” 
 
    Four large cylindrical support pillars rose from beneath the floor connecting to the ceiling. Around the base of these pillars sat curved tables which housed free-standing monitors connected to a central computer which sat under the desks. In unison, their screens flicked on displaying a type of login screen, awaiting commands from the crew.  
 
    Scrawled across the walls were murals of alien cities and unknown species all interacting in a common biosphere. The wall to his right was much of the same, instead, it displayed rows upon rows of an unknown species, obviously soldiers, with the front row holding long pikes, their tips painted an illustrious purple.  
 
    “Incredible,” Taris admired, “the artwork paints a picture showing two different sides of the race, their compassionate, ecological side as well as their militaristic side.”  
 
    Sean checked the chamber trying to recover any clues as to who or where the previous inhabitants were. Large spores still hung in the air disrupting Zarid’s life scans and concerning Fez enough to leave. The squad formed up and made their way towards the room’s exit which was jammed open with a thick metal brace. 
 
    “Wacky,” Zarid said, “I wonder who… or what did that?” 
 
    “Good question…” said Sean, moving closer. But, as he drew near, three Xuron leapt over the barricade. 
 
    “Positions!” shouted Fez.  
 
    In a flash of motion, the team scattered, each found cover to take shelter from the plasma bolts which sparked overhead. Shrieking, the aliens let out a deafening cry altering others that they had intruders.  
 
    Pulling out his carbine, he poked around the corner, watching as the enemy swayed from side to side as if they were drunk. One collapsed to the floor with a loud crunch, nothing had struck it, instead, it fell under its own weight and began to convulse. Right on cue, two more Xuron slipped under the beam and took up position behind a long desk. 
 
    “There’s more!” shouted Sean.  
 
    Exchanging fire, the two sides decimated everything in the room, monitors exploded, raining sharp glass down on them all. The aliens fell easily, taking aim Sean looked down the optical sight of his weapon and aligned it with the plagued, ruptured face of his enemy. With a single pull of the trigger, his target was no more as a red bolt split its skull in two.  
 
    Five more Xuron piled into the room, taking up position on top of their decimated comrades.  
 
    “How many are there!?” yelled Zarid. 
 
    Plasma fire tore a hole through the cover Sean found himself behind, throwing splinters of wood across the room. In a panic, he searched for someplace else to take shelter, but it was no use, he watched on as two of his assailants took the opportunity to aim at the exposed Human.  
 
    Time seemed to move in slow motion as the duo spurt off two rounds of superheated plasma in his direction. But, as if using some deep-seated instinct, he threw his arm up, and as he did the energy shield sparked to life. With what felt like two sledgehammers slamming against his barrier, the shield dissipated the shots of plasma with ease as whiffs of a green gas spiralled up into the atmosphere.  
 
    “Holy crap,” Sean shouted, excited at what his new equipment had just achieved. 
 
    “Are you alright?” shouted Taris from across the room. 
 
    “I… guess?” he replied. 
 
    He looked up to see what he could only imagine was the look of bewilderment across the Xuron faces, it was as if they had seen a ghost. But he wasted no time and instead rolled out from his splintered cover, crouched down, and advanced towards the enemy.  
 
    The shield resonated as it covered his entire body, while the aliens concentrated on his advance, the team behind opened fire with everything they had. One by one the Xuron dropped to the floor in smoking mounds of body armour and bone 
 
    Hurdling over the adversary’s barricade, he landed face-to-face with a single opponent. Shrieking loudly, the being charged him down smashing him onto the debris-covered ground. Hit after hit slammed into his protective shielding, every strike caused a ripple to spread out across its adaptive surface.  
 
    Sean struggled against the beast but managed to grab its arm and pushed up with all his might to free himself from its grasp. Through gritted teeth, his whole body began to shake as he attempted to impart enough force to shift the bulky being, and with one final thrust, he threw the monster off.  
 
    Laying there defeated, as if it were a weak, diseased dog, the Xuron looked up with cold, dead eyes willing Sean on. With a smile, he raised the shield above his head and slammed the bottom edge through the Xuron’s skull, splitting it cleanly in two.  
 
    Pools of decaying black mucus pooled out from the body he stood over, something was wrong with them, but as long as whatever it was made them weaker and not stronger, he wasn’t too bothered. 
 
    Everything seemed calm now that the last wave of Xuron had been dispatched, Sean leant up against the wall, breathing heavily as the rest of the team gathered around.  
 
    “Wow, good job champ,” Zarid admired, kicking the deceased which were underfoot, “you cut that thing’s face right in half.” 
 
    “I did, didn’t I,” he smiled, looking down at his dirty work.  
 
    “Those readings aren’t far from here,” Zarid said, “in fact, they’re just beyond that next set of doors down there,” he pointed down the straight, uninspired corridor.  
 
    With an exhausted breath, Sean pushed himself off the wall and made his way through the opening. Sensing no threat, the energy shield powered down. 
 
    Stood beside two towering metallic doors, they searched for a panel he could interact with, but there was nothing obvious, at least on the surface. Instinctively, he laid his hands on the smooth door panels. He moved his hands across the surface and as they glided over a bump, a faint click coming from beyond.  
 
    “Gotcha’” he said. 
 
    The small inlaid device began to emanate a soft light, and within moments they began to split apart. A rush of freezing air escaped out from the crack as a light mist took hold all around them. Beyond, the lights which hung from the ceiling snapped on within the long, tall room which was revealed.  
 
    An extensive multi-tiered gangway system ran along walls of the concaved room. Tall, ovoid pods were stacked above one another along the walkways, they were jammed in tightly along the walls and connected to the ceiling through a system of thick cables and tubes.  
 
    “Wow, what is this place,” Taris marvelled, trying to absorb as much information as she could. 
 
    “Not sure,” Sean admitted, “are they weapons of some kind? Escape pods?” 
 
    “Neither,” Fez said glumly, “come and look at this.”  
 
    Gathered around the Captain they looked on, equal parts amazed and frightened at what they saw. Inside the pod was a desiccated body, its skin was a light grey and tight to the being’s skeleton.  
 
    “That looks like you,” Taris said. 
 
    “Right,” Sean scoffed. 
 
    “No, I’m serious,” she demanded, “look at its bone structure, its facial structure, everything about it screams Human.”  
 
    “Ioutions are hardly that different from us,” he moaned, “different coloured skin, a bit lankier, hands like sandpaper, that sorta thing.” With a push from Taris, he went back to looking over the corpse, inspecting it closer. “Although I think you’re right, there’s just something about it, what do you think, Zarid?” 
 
    “I have my theories,” he said, not elaborating.  
 
    “Sean, come look at this,” Yumie shouted. A flat terminal sat against the wall, it appeared to be unlocked and displayed erratic vital signs of some kind.  
 
    “Whose vitals are these?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Maybe the deceased crew?” Taris replied.  
 
    Flicking through the menus revealed a depressing scenario, the entire crew within the pods seemed to be dead, and dead a long time before they arrived.  
 
    “Wait!” Taris yelled, “go back, what was that?” Swiping in reverse to a previous screen, a faint beep came from the console in time with a rise on the otherwise flat-lined graph, “It’s a heart rate monitor!”  
 
    “Oh crap,” Sean said as his eyes widened, “chamber… something-something, I can’t read this.” In anger, he slapped his hand down on the console, the screen changed to a long, undecipherable message. “Uh oh.”  
 
    Within moments a loud hiss came from above, a thick fog rolled out from one of the pods that slowly opened. Rushing up the stairs, the group hung back as he approached the ovoid object with trepidation, almost tiptoeing towards the out swung door.  
 
    “Careful!” said Taris. 
 
    “OH MY GOD,” he let out a high pitch scream that echoed through the room. A female face appeared at the rounded porthole on the door, and groggily, it locked eyes with him. “What… what the hell are you?”  
 
    The Human-like alien tilted its head, staring blankly towards him. Its skin was a cherry red, its smooth, gleaming texture gave off a wicked shine. She looked decidedly Human, two eyes, two hands, a perfect bipedal gait, even the cropped hair on her head was eerily similar.  
 
    Shocked and unable to move, he could only watch as the being approached him, walking timidly as if she was learning for the first time. Suddenly, she collapsed sideways and hung on the railings for support. He rushed forwards, slipped off his jacket and tightly wrapped it around the naked female. Confused, the alien looked up at him with a stern brow, seemingly unhappy to be awake. 
 
    “Hello,” she spoke… 
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NEGOTIATING THE FUTURE 
 
      
 
    Sean stared at the woman who stood in front of him completely naked apart from the thin jacket he had wrapped around her. “H… Hi…” he squirmed, “hungry?” he asked, pulling a nutrient bar out from his tactical belt. She snatched the food from his weak grasp and ravenously finished the meagre ration. “You must be starving,” he laughed nervously, “what’s your name?” 
 
    “Remulus,” she replied, “what’s yours?” 
 
    “Sean, Sean Maguire,” he answered, “I’ve got some friends down there who I’m sure would love to meet you.” Leaning over the railings she examined the quietly listening squad, her eyes widening as she did. 
 
    “Huh,” she said, surprised, “I never imagined that race would make it outside of their own world let alone be standing here as part of a team sent to wake us up.” 
 
    “Erm…” he looked around nervously, “we weren’t actually sent to wake you, nor did we expect to find anyone other than Xuron aboard…” 
 
    “Xuron!” she interrupted, darting her head around in a panic, “are they here?” 
 
    “They were,” he admitted, pointing a thumb over his shoulder, “their bodies are piled up out there, they’re no longer a threat” he smiled. 
 
    “We cannot stay here,” she snapped, pushing past him, distressed, “they will be back and in force, we cannot allow that to happen.” Clasping a hand around her arm he pulled her back. 
 
    “Breathe,” he said, “there’s no one around but us, our long-range sensors cannot detect anyone even in the sector, your ship is drifting through the Outer Rim.” 
 
    “So… We’re not in Andromeda?” she asked dejectedly.  
 
    “No, we’re in the Outer Rim of the Milky Way… How can you speak English?” he asked, the question bugging him. 
 
    “English? I speak only Veterum,” she replied, confused. 
 
    “Veterum? I only speak English…” he said. She pointed towards a device attached to the inside of her ear. 
 
    “Not to me, you’re not. But, anyway, if you didn’t come here to wake us, why are you here?” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk some more on our ship, you can get dressed, take a shower, eat some real, ish, food,” he smiled as he ushered her down the stairs to meet the crew.  
 
    Astonished looks greeted her. Stepping forward, they helped her to stand as she moved towards a powered terminal. She grew increasingly sullen with every swipe through the personnel database. 
 
    “They’re gone,” she whispered to herself, “they’re really all gone…” 
 
    Shaking her head, she clung to Sean’s arm as he escorted her back to one of the shuttles that had been temporarily connected to the breach. She sat, dejected and distressed, completely uninterested in what happened around her. Sean allowed her some privacy and instead took the helm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     A few hours had passed since the teams retreated to the Mar’Ell. Sean ensured Remulus was clothed and bathed before he showed her around the non-critical decks of the cruiser. Once her accommodation had been set, they decided it would be best for the four of them to meet back in the conference room within the hour.  
 
    “So, Remulus,” Fez began, “I will not avoid the subject, who are you, what are you, why are you out here?”  
 
    Slightly taken aback by the Captain’s manner, the alien shifted in her seat uncomfortably, cleared her throat, and spoke up. 
 
    “I am Remulus, an engineer within the Veterum Imperium,” she said to which Taris and Fez both shared an intrigued look. “The ship you rescued me from was one of our last hopes of survival, a generation ship, it was to take us to Andromeda where we would colonise and begin our race anew.” The disconsolate look on her face told its own story, “obviously, we failed,” she sighed. “But now that I’m here, I must get back to my own people, it is imperative I report the news of a failed mission.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down,” Sean said, gesturing with his hands, “why were you trying to start over? Surely this galaxy has plenty of resources for your race to survive.” 
 
    “In a word, Xuron,” she sighed. “They were a plague to our species for thousands of years. We battled with them in every system, held against their unrelenting force for millennia before our forward lines were overrun and decimated, and from there we collapsed.” The room was deathly silent as she continued. “We lost world after world as the creatures took hold, our colonies fell faster than we could reinforce, and with those vital industrial lines cut off from our homeworld, we struggled to keep pace with our losses.” 
 
    “So, what happened to the Imperium?” Taris asked sombrely. 
 
    “The last I knew we had shielded our home system of Caladrius, most waves and signals were disrupted before they left the system so to anyone on the outside it just seemed to be an uncolonised region of space. We also implemented a cloaking field out past our final colonised world to dissuade any prying eyes.”  
 
    “You said you were surprised ‘that’ race made it off their planet, did you mean us, the Ioutions?” Fez asked. 
 
    “You called yourselves the Ioutions? Interesting. But yes, when we observed your planet thousands of years ago you were advanced but had not yet mastered space flight, so we let you continue, ignorant,” she smiled warmly. 
 
    “I’ve got to ask something,” Taris announced, “you’re the Veterum Imperium, right? The one whispered about as nothing more than a myth, your existence has been speculated about for centuries, maybe more.” 
 
    “I do not think there are any other races of Veterum, so I imagine we are the ones,” she replied, almost confused at Taris’ line of questioning.  
 
    With a smile as broad as her face, Taris sat back in awe of the being which sat across from her. “We’ve been searching for them for ages,” Taris beamed, “most of the technology we salvaged was destroyed or inoperable, but at times it pointed us to another, albeit completely devastated, colony.” 
 
    “We had failsafe’s in our technology so no other race could use it,” Remulus admitted, “although I do find it curious as to how Sean could operate it, especially a portable shield generator, they were usually reserved for a select few.”  
 
    Twisting his arm, he inspected the device still attached, they hadn’t found a way to detach it, but that wasn’t something he was too unhappy about.  
 
    “The Xuron on your ship were weak and feeble, is there any particular reason for that?” Fez asked. 
 
    “The spores,” she replied, “they were a biological weapon that would disseminate through the ventilation systems to weaken and eventually kill any Xuron intruders. Biological warfare played a large part in our fight against them as it allowed us to destroy entire outposts and colonies of theirs in days with little effort.”  
 
    With a look over to Fez, Sean leant forward. “We had a geneticist, Xe’Olo, who we rescued. Later we found out she was working on a biological weapon to eradicate the Xuron. I hate them as much as the next guy, but isn’t genocide a little far?” 
 
    “Honour and dignity are reserved for the brave,” she replied, agitated, “the Veterum Imperium has built itself from the ground up to be founded with those two as the cornerstones of society, to suggest saving civilians from the onslaught of a remorseless foe by any means necessary as cowardly is just pathetic.”  
 
    With a nod, he slid down into his chair, getting a wry smile from Taris as he tried to hide away from the world for a moment. “Okay then,” he nodded, knowing his place. 
 
    “Our Emperor must be informed of these… changes, would you be willing to lend me a shuttle or a jump capable ship to get home?” 
 
    “Jump capable?” Sean questioned, pushing himself back up, “what the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s a form of travel that our scientists have been working on for as long as I can remember,” Taris interrupted excitedly, “theoretically, it allows for the instantaneous travel from one point to another, depending on the energy exerted. Tests have always been a failure, though, have the Veterum perfected this technology?” 
 
    “Yes,” Remulus replied, “It aided us greatly in the wars and put us at an advantage over the Xuron, but our generators were deemed insufficient to jump very far before having to recharge.” 
 
    “Well, the matter of the fact is we cannot just hand out ships to anyone who asks for one,” Fez admitted, getting back on track, “I understand you would have some security concerns about us escorting you there, but I’m happy to fly in blind with only passive sensors and destroy any data we gather.” 
 
    “It will have to do,” Remulus sighed, rising from her seat, “I think that is all for now, I feel as if I need to rest, it has been a long day after all.”  
 
    In agreement, they allowed her to leave while the three of them remained seated around the table. 
 
    “So… what now?” Sean asked, piercing through the thoughtful silence which had descended on the room, “do we just head to Caladrius, drop her off and call it a day? I don’t know about everyone else, but I’m curious to see what her world and civilisation are like; we could learn a lot.” 
 
    “While I do agree,” Fez began, “her wishes, as well as her people's wishes, must be respected, if they want us to leave as a way of remaining isolationist then so be it. But I must admit, some of their technology sounds very promising.” 
 
    “On that note, shouldn’t we destroy that generation ship? If the Xuron got their grubby hands on that the power balance in the galaxy would shift dramatically,” Taris said.  
 
    They knew she was right, but destroying one of the most important finds in the last few centuries would be a travesty, not just for history but for their own advancement. As long as power shifted their way, the Ioutions didn’t seem to mind a back-handed deal.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sean awoke the next morning to the unmistakable hum of power being diverted to the engines. Jumping out from bed, and waking up the now angry Ioution that slept beside him, he slipped into yesterday’s clothes and rushed from his quarters.  
 
    Running through the cramped hallways he bounced off walls as he tried to maintain his speed around the sharp intersections. With a crash, he barged onto the bridge to see Fez leant over a console with Remulus gesturing to a star map that was displayed on the screen.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he huffed, gasping for any morsel of breath. 
 
    “I’m instructing your Captain on the general location of Caladrius, is something wrong?” Remulus inquired, standing tall beside him. 
 
    “I heard the engines charging,” he squirmed, “I thought we were leaving without me being on bridge… I wanted to see it, sorry.”  
 
    Shaking his head, Fez returned to the star chart flicking through the vast area she had given as their ‘general’ location. Sean leant in to get a better look at the sector they scouted. To his untrained eye, there was nothing, a mere smattering of stars with uninhabitable planets orbiting them. But that seemed to be the point.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s here?” asked Sean. 
 
    “I’m positive,” Remulus replied, “these star charts are inaccurate in places, but this seems to be it.” 
 
    “So, this doesn’t seem to be too far from Earth,” Sean said as he zoomed the interactive map out to get a feel for the distance, “not far at all, actually.”  
 
    “I think a direct route to this region of space is dangerous,” he declared, “we could make it on current supplies and fuel, but the assumption that the Imperium could restock us is one risk I am not willing to indulge.” With a long finger, he pushed the map up to display a region of space between them and Caladrius. “The Fre have a small presence here, I say we go there, refuel and restock, then head to our target, I’m sure Zarid would enjoy the company of his own race,” he chuckled ironically.  
 
    Unsure what Fez meant, but not wanting to seem out of the loop, Sean laughed and nodded, agreeing to the new course. “I’ll go tell Zarid then,” he said, turning to walk out the room, “I haven’t had the time to say this to you, Remulus, but welcome aboard, it really is good to meet new species.”  
 
    With a clenched fist placed under her chiselled chin, she closed her eyes, gently bowing her head.  
 
    The trip to Zarid’s quarters didn’t take him long. As he strolled through to the guest area, something he was still bitter about them having, the smell of freshly baked something hit his senses. With his nose high in the air he darted about searching for Cestos, the Theran wasn’t in his chambers but couldn’t be far.  
 
    The smell drew him to Zarid’s room, what wafted out was decadent and sweet. As he approached the door it hissed open to reveal the Theran and Fre sat together enjoying hot drinks and freshly baked pastries. Stunned at the scene he was unsure how to proceed, it all seemed so calm, so innocent, it was only when Cestos held out a tray of goods that he waltzed in and grabbed one of the sweets.  
 
    Without a word he bit into its flaky exterior, the warm, gooey centre oozed out down his cheek with every bite, the taste was reminiscent of apples, slightly sweet but with a crisp, sharp twang. 
 
    “Wow, this is good,” he admitted, pushing the last piece into his mouth, wiping the crumbs from his jacket onto Zarid’s carpeted floor.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” the Fre sighed. 
 
    “No worries,” Sean replied, leaning back in his chair, “I’ve actually got some news for you, we’re going to visit some place called Sarimunio, it’s close by so we can refuel there for further… travel,” he said, minding what he revealed. 
 
    “Sarimunio,” Zarid said with venom, almost spitting the words out, “It was nice knowing you all, ‘cause once we dock there I’ll be executed on sight.”  
 
    “What? Why?” Sean replied, taken aback by the hatred in the alien’s voice, Fez had hinted towards something, but what he wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Sarimunio’s government is… odd, let’s put it that way, shall we? I’m not sure ‘bout these days, but they used to be vehemently against that little collective I was a part of when I found you on Emeio.”  
 
    Cestos stood in the corner pretending to be not interested in their conversation, but the small twitches his ears made when anything juicy came up betrayed his ignorance.  
 
    “Well, you’ll have everyone else there with you, hell, you don’t even have to come to the surface, stay aboard the ship by yourself,” Sean remarked.  
 
    He wanted Zarid to accompany them to the surface, there was something about the Fre that he liked, a certain honesty that he didn’t feel from many. 
 
    “How wonderful it would be to see your own kind once more,” Cestos sang, presenting them with freshly made Mieno, “they will not attack anyone in Ioution fleet uniform in the open,” the Theran declared. 
 
    “I attacked ‘em while they were in fleet uniform…” Zarid trailed off, chuckling to himself.  
 
    “Fair point,” Cestos laughed, sitting awkwardly in the chair quite obviously not designed for his species. “I can see why you would be, shall I say, concerned.” 
 
    “I ain’t worried, I’m just cautious is all, I’ll be on full alert with every step I take on that planet.”  
 
    “Well alright then,” Sean said, standing while finishing the god-awful mieno, “I’ll relay your worries to our high and mighty lord himself, Fez the Great, and we can be on our merry way.”  
 
    Back on the bridge, Sean found himself in the middle of a heated discussion between the Captain and Remulus, the topic being what to now do with the generation ship off their port side. Fez was adamant that the ship could be salvaged, its parts recycled and studied for ‘the greater good’ but Remulus was unyielding in its destruction.  
 
    “They’re dead and that technology will not be handed over to any species, even one aligned with our war efforts,” Remulus reprimanded Fez over his desire for the technology to be shared with the Ioutions. “We may be allies for now, but once I’m returned to my home world I’m not sure how our two races will progress, I may even be jailed for revealing Caladrius.”  
 
    Fez slipped back into his command chair, contemplating the situation, on one hand, a sign of good faith may produce advanced technological assistance from the Veterum, but that same wealth of information was right in front of him. Struggling with his decision, he turned to Sean who was hesitant to interrupt. 
 
    “What should we do, Sean?” 
 
    “Well, if Remulus thinks the best decision is for her ship to be destroyed then it probably is,” he admitted, receiving a veiled ‘thank you’ from the Veterum. “But Remulus, the sheer fact that we will be entering your system may reveal your presence to the wider galactic community, why not re-join?” 
 
    “The Xuron would never allow it,” she huffed, leaning back against a console, “they think we are extinct and that’s how we like it.” 
 
    “But now you’re not alone,” he said, stepping towards her, “the entire galaxy is fighting against them in a massive coalition, we do well by ourselves, hell this ship pushed back an attack on my homeworld not long ago, imagine how the balance of power would tip in everyone’s favour if the mighty Imperium were to join.”  
 
    The flattering words were enough to warrant a defeated smile from Remulus who could only sigh. 
 
    “It would be nice I admit, this crew has revealed how many species are working in co-operation for a common goal, it’s inspiring… We will have to see. For now, though, please can we eradicate all traces of my ship?” For a moment, the Captain went to fight back but instead nodded towards tactical to begin the operation. “The adaptive armour plating and multi-phase shielding are likely offline, so it shouldn’t be a trouble destroying it.”  
 
    It wasn’t.  
 
    The advanced Ioution weapons smashed into the unshielded ship. Constant arcs of energy circled around its hull as internal explosions tore through the superstructure. The watching crew shielded their eyes as a huge rolling soundless red shockwave rocked the Mar’Ell. The Imperium ship disintegrated into the void as Remulus closed her eyes and quietly chanted a prayer for the dead.  
 
    “Helm, set a course for Sarimunio, slip when ready,” Fez ordered. 
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THE TIDES OF CHANGE 
 
      
 
    “Two… One… Slip exit.”  
 
    With a thump, the Mar’Ell exited back into normal space closer to the star than they had planned. As usual, the monitoring station Sean sat at began to populate with the various signatures from the vast amount of traffic that occupied the system.  
 
    Connecting to the local network, he watched as ships undocked from the stations in orbit, making way for another to take its place moments later. Sarimunio wasn’t designated as a trade hub to his knowledge, but the sheer volume of inbound vessels made it seem like one.  
 
    Crew on the bridge chatted amongst themselves. It was all just another planet for the experienced Ioution crew, but he couldn’t help but feel a twang of excitement in his stomach as the bright speck in the distance revealed itself. 
 
    “Fleet credentials confirmed, priority docking granted,” Yumie read out, “we’re assigned to arm forty-seven.”  
 
    With an affirmative response from both Fez and helm, the Mar’Ell moved from the ‘regular’ queue of traffic and into the priority lane. As they drew closer to the planet, its vast blue ocean came into view. 
 
    “How much of the surface is open water?” he asked, turning to Fez. 
 
    “Ninety, ninety-five percent?” the Captain replied, looking down at his terminal, “ninety-two percent,” he corrected himself.  
 
    Amazed, he watched as a single small continent came into view. Large swathes of its land mass were a deep rusty red with huge volcanic ranges spiralling out from its centre. Small cities gathered on the coastline split by industrial complexes spewing out thick black clouds. 
 
    With a hiss, the bridge doors split open allowing Remulus to enter. Sean watched as the sweaty Veterum strolled around the command room as if it were her ship, she hung over officers, observing what they worked on. Pawing away the beads of sweat which formed across her brow, she approached Sean who sat watching in awe at the sheer display of confidence and arrogance. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Fine,” replied Sean, leaning back in his chair, “we’re about to dock.” Interrupting them, the light on his console flashed informing him that the docking procedure had begun. 
 
    They sat stationary beside the hulking behemoth that was the Sarimunio III station. Its dull, metallic surface gave off an air of functionality over any sort of opulence. Towering over the Mar’Ell, it mushroomed out towards its apex providing living quarters and recreation for those aboard.  
 
    From its central mass, a docking arm slowly folded out. The Mar’Ell opened its massive cargo bay doors to allow a connection, and with a crash that rocked the entire ship, the fully elongated structure sealed into place.  
 
    After a brief communication with the station director, Fez made an announcement to the ship that they would be granted a single day of shore leave, and they were to return by 0600 tomorrow morning for departure.  
 
    Sean made his way off the bridge and headed towards the armoury. It was where Taris enjoyed spending her downtime. A flashing red neon on the door’s entry screen warned of active weapons fire. Sean accepted the risk and entered, instantly becoming engulfed by the thick smell of charred polymers that stung his eyes.  
 
    “What the hell is that,” he coughed. 
 
    She paid no attention. He stood back, watching as the formidable Ioution unleashed rounds of energy destroying the practice targets that hung from the ceiling. In a misguided move, he crept towards her, ducking beneath the racks of weapons which made up much of the floor space.  
 
    Nearing the fully focused Taris, he put his arms out, wrapping them around her waist in a show of affection. But instead of receiving a loving gesture in return, she lashed out with an elbow that crashed into the bridge of his nose. He screamed out in pain as blood exploded from his nostrils. 
 
    “What are you doing you idiot!” Taris yelled as she grabbed her towel and provided aid to the ailing Human, “here, let me help.”  
 
    Placing the towel firmly across his nose, she disarmed her weapon and dragged him towards the med bay.  
 
    Confused looks greeted them as they went against the flow of traffic that rushed towards the shuttles, but stifled laughs were under the crew’s breath as Taris helped her fragile Human pet.  
 
    Turning a corner, they ran into Zarid, he moped about the barren hallways kicking his feet as if he was lost on what to do. “Hey, how’s it going, Zar,” Sean asked in a higher pitched timbre than usual through the blood-soaked towel.  
 
    “Wh-What happened?” he asked. Sean thumbed towards Taris. Zarid smiled but soon grew glum. “I’m not sure I should go down to the surface, I would be putting everyone else at risk, it ain’t worth it.” 
 
    “Alright then, fair enough,” Sean said as he walked away, “I’ll catch ‘ya soon.” He was soon dragged back by the scruff of his neck by a smiling Taris who clipped him across the ear, “don’t you think you’ve done enough?” he said. 
 
    “Ignore this baby, why don’t you come with us? We’re going to the med bay because of this idiot,” she added, jamming her thumb into Sean’s chest, “he walked into a door frame, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No, you lashed out at me in a vicious interspecies attack, this sort of racism will not be tolerated aboard this vessel,” he declared, straightening his back to play the part.  
 
    Zarid watched on wide-eyed at the pair interacting, he had no idea what was going on but agreed to follow them, at least for now.  
 
    It didn’t take the trio long to stroll across the deathly silent ship to see the doctor, everywhere was so devoid of noise Sean was certain he could hear a faint static coming off every terminal they passed.  
 
    Waiting in sickbay for the doctor, he fiddled with the array of instruments that were neatly aligned on the wheeled table.  
 
    “What are you doing you imbecile!” the doctor boomed as he marched in, throwing his black civilian jacket onto the long counter at the back of the room. “A broken nose? When will the day come when the younger generation stops goofing off and actually get some real work done instead of playing whatever sadistic blood sport you seem to be playing these days.”  
 
    The three of them glanced at each other, their faces contorting as they held back the tide of laughter which tried to burst its way out from within. “Here,” the doctor groaned. Picking up a long, silvery device he held it up to Sean’s nose, a bright orange beam fanned out from its nozzle and within moments his nose had reformed, and the bleeding had stopped. 
 
    “Wow, thanks Doc, I feel better than ever,” Sean declared, running a finger down his new nose, “It feels straight at least.” 
 
    “It’s just as wonky as the rest of your face,” Taris said, motioning towards the door, “come on, let’s get to the station, we’ve got to meet up with Fez and Remi before we leave.” 
 
    “Remi?” Sean croaked, “man, I wouldn’t say that to her face, she’d kick your ass.” 
 
    “And maybe I’d like it,” she winked, disappearing around the door leaving the three males stood with their mouths agape.  
 
    Waiting in the cavernous docking bay Remulus and Fez were deep into a heated and highly animated discussion. A skeleton crew buzzed around the deck prepping for the inbound goods and resources which were to arrive shortly. Noticing Sean, Remulus had a brief, faint smile before returning to her usual stoic demeanour, the flash of emotion didn’t go unnoticed by Taris who nudged him in the side. 
 
    “Are we ready to leave?” Fez asked impatiently.  
 
    Nodding, the crew began the long trek down the immense walkway connecting the ship to the station. Transferring from the relative warmth of the Mar’Ell out into the freezing temperature of the arm brought goose bumps up on his arms, as did the sight that greeted him as he turned his head, looking out the thin window which ran along the corridor.  
 
    A massive freighter pulled up beside them firing its reverse thrusters, being this close to one of the ships brought its scale to life as it lorded over the relatively small frame of their cruiser. Two arms rolled out from the bulky station snaking towards their connection points, up close the sight was something to behold, the engineering alone was impressive enough.  
 
    “So, you looking forward to meeting some more of your people?” Sean asked, looking at the unusually anxious Fre. 
 
    “Not really,” he admitted, “I doubt they will be very welcoming.” 
 
    “It’s not like you’ve got your past written in large letters across your forehead, is it? Just don’t mention it and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Problem is, my past is in large letter across my forehead, see these?” he asked, pointing to the implants which ran down the side of his face, “only soldiers in the collective have these specific implants, I couldn’t stand out more if I tried.”  
 
    Unsure how to respond, Sean dropped the subject. 
 
     As they approached the end of the walkway, the faint sound of chatter reverberated throughout. With every step they took, it became louder, more chaotic. Sean stopped beside the large civilian hatch and took in a deep breath of the stale air in a failed attempt at calming his nerves. 
 
    “Is everyone ready?” Fez asked, “I do not want anyone getting lost. Stations like this can be overwhelming to first-timers. Have a clear plan and execute upon it. Oh, and do not get scammed by the traders.”  
 
    After looking his team over, Fez pulled on the manual override. The change in the atmosphere hit them immediately. The putrid stench that rolled over them was a thick concoction of squalid aliens and blocked sluices serving the hundreds of raucous creatures jostling for position.  
 
    “Holy hell, how do these people survive in here?” Sean gasped, clawing for a breath that didn’t feel like treacle coating his lungs.  
 
    Scores of marquees were set up around the perimeter of the zone. The bustling crowd shuffled along, stopping just long enough to give people a chance to inspect the second-hand goods which laid on woven rugs. 
 
    Taris relished the big crowds. Grabbing Sean’s hand, she dragged him into the wave-like motion of the controlled stampede that circled the large central spire. Bumping and bracing against the swath of alien bodies, he was carried along against his will as everyone else moved.  
 
    “There have to be a hundred stalls here,” he shouted, trying to speak to Taris over the constant noise of the crowd and the loud auctioneers that each stood atop podiums flogging their dilapidated wares.  
 
    “Yeah,” she yelled, straining her voice, “let’s stop here.”  
 
    Slipping from the bustle, they stood in front of a Kesken trader. It sat cross-legged on the grated floor partially obscured by the billowing green smoke from an open barbecue. 
 
     “Customers!” it yelled, pushing itself off the floor to stand. It’s stumpy arms and legs looked as if they had a hidden strength. Looking up at Sean, its large, oval eyes twinkled as it looked over his clean, moderately expensive clothing. “What can I get you?” it smiled.  
 
    Fanning the choking smog away from the cooking food, he bent down to one knee to get a closer look at the assortment of meat that all seemed to be cooked to a char.  
 
    “Erm…” he wondered, not trusting the look of the food one bit, “I think I’ll pass for now, but… cool ears.” With a quick motion, Taris jabbed him in the arm, giving him a scornful eye, “what!?” 
 
    “Never talk about a Kesken’s ears,” she whispered angrily, leaning in close, “I’ve heard stories that some of them bite your ankles and you can’t walk for weeks,” she said, speaking louder so the alien could hear.  
 
    The Kesken shooed the pair away angrily, it slumped back to the ground and continued reading its data pad as they slipped back into the crowd.  
 
    They were caught in the flow for a few moments before Taris shrieked at the top of her lungs and dragged the Human out from the sea of bodies. In front of him was a small wooden table with an assortment of janky old weapons hidden deep within a jumble of spare parts.  
 
    Dropping his hand, the Ioution dug deep into the pile with a ferocity he rarely got to observe, it was as if she was possessed. Sean locked eyes with the elder Fre who manned the rickety old booth, they both shrugged in unison. Eventually, Taris rose, turning to face Sean, what she had in her hand could only be described as a cannon. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” she smiled uncontrollably, “It’s an XR-61 Pulse Blaster, oh I guarantee you’ve never seen something like this before.”  
 
    “Sure…” he said, uninterested, “there’s a lot I haven’t seen before.” 
 
    “But this,” she yelled, “this is a weapon to be reckoned with, it’ll blast a hole right through a reinforced wall with ease, break a targets bones like they were rotten twigs.”  
 
    Her passion for death and destruction didn’t go amiss through their relationship, it was something he had to put up with, but seeing her genuinely excited was never a bad thing.  
 
    “Eighteen-thousand credits,” came a rough voice from the Fre, “then it’s yours.”  
 
    The look in her eyes as she craned her head back to glance at him told him all he needed to know, it wasn’t a ‘can we please buy this’ look but rather a ‘say goodbye to our credits’ look. Resigned to his penniless fate, he waved for her to proceed. 
 
    “Twelve-thousand,” she barked, acting offended by the man’s price, “how can you charge a defenceless lady that much? I need this to protect my children from the rabid beasts back on Anjor-IV, won’t you cut me a better deal,” she pleaded, batting her eyelids. Sean had seen it all before, so much so, in fact, he could only cover his face in shame, shaking his head at her desperate attempts to save every penny possible.  
 
    “Sixteen-thousand,” the Fre replied, uninterested in her story. 
 
    “Oh my,” she replied, pretending to think it over, “what will our children do, dear?” she asked, turning to Sean while tearing up, “our beautiful, precious children will have to fend against the tide of monsters another year with nothing but basic armaments.” 
 
    “Fourteen-thousand.” 
 
    “Thirteen,” she snapped swiftly, holding out a hand, “and not a credit more.” 
 
    “Fine,” the man agreed, shaking her hand.  
 
    Excitedly picking up the weapon, she presented it to Sean, its large, shotgun-like body was powered by a, now dormant, chamber that sat below the weapon. He had no idea where she intended to use it as this calibre of weapon would more than likely be restricted from operational use aboard the cruiser, but it felt impressive none-the-less. With a swipe of their joint card, the man handed her a long decorative leather holster, she slung it over her shoulder and placed the weapon in the pouch which now sat on her back.  
 
    “Nice doing business with you,” she smiled, rushing away from the stand as quickly as she could. 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” Sean yelled louder as they approached the row of auctioneers. 
 
    “We’ll talk soon,” she replied. Pushing the loose tubing and wires away as they circled the room, they soon made it to the exit and waiting for them was Remulus, Fez, and Zarid who each showed off their useless impulse buys.  
 
    “What you got there?” asked Zarid who held up a satchel made from a scaled leather. Pulling out her weapon she showed it off to the amazed crew. 
 
    “How did you afford that?” Fez asked. 
 
    “I suppose there were a few benefits to becoming a celebrity on Earth…” Sean sighed, ignoring the gawping Ioutions, “can we get down to the surface?”  
 
    Agreeing, Fez corralled them through the cold, wide hallways of the station. The entire structure was over-engineered, it was bulky, heavy, and would withstand all but the strongest of barrages but judging from the wild temperature fluctuations climate control wasn’t high on the owner’s agenda. 
 
    Humans were still aliens in the galactic community, but they were becoming more commonplace as others ventured off-world to explore the galaxy, but as of now, it was common that other races had never heard of, let alone seen, a Human. The Terran Fleet had begun to expand its operations outside of Sol, colonies other than on the Moon and Mars hadn’t been established but the possibility quickly grew.  
 
    Turning the corner, they stood, watching as the crowd of people in front of them each vied for position in one of the three barricaded lines that led to a different shuttle destination. Fez dragged them over to the queue of people which waited for a shuttle to the capital. Scuffles broke out as arguments raged but coming from what used to be Britain, Sean was an expert at waiting patiently in a queue.  
 
    Shuttles docked up with surprising frequency, but common courtesy seemed to be dead as people attempted to pile into the vessels as passengers tried to leave. It was chaos.  
 
    Finding themselves at the front of the queue, and with a satisfying clunk, the large metallic door slid open. Sean pushed against the boisterous crowd, holding them back allowing those on board to leave before they got on, if he introduced one thing to galaxy it would be common sense.  
 
    Finally, once the tide from within had abated, he stepped aside allowing the agitated crowd to move past him. He followed Taris inside the beat-up craft and sat beside her on one of the many stained seats whose fabric was worn and battered. Following Taris into the dilapidated craft, they settled into two stained and worn seats. The smell of body odour was overpowering as he began to feel lightheaded, but just in time the overhead air conditioning clicked into life as the heavy door to the shuttle was slammed closed.  
 
    “This is gonna be a long ride,” he groaned. 
 
    The ship pushed away from the station, turned in place and engaged its weak chemical thrusters. He watched out the small portholes, marvelling as the details of the ocean planet became clearer. Islands dotted the marble blue landscape, breaking the monotony of the almost monochrome world. 
 
    As they entered the outer atmosphere, turbulence shook the craft, this is it he thought, digging his nails deep into the armrests, I’m going to die in this rust bucket. The motions became stronger, violently throwing the vessel from side-to-side, his eyes were welded together so tightly in fear that he was afraid to open them as the ride smoothed out.  
 
    Skimming through the lower atmosphere, the coast of the main continent became visible in the distance.  Tall, affluent buildings which looked to be hotels and offices lined its cityscape. The deep blue sky, clean oceans, and smooth buildings were appealing, he was eager to explore. 
 
    The picture soon soured, though, as they approached a rundown shanty this world called a spaceport. Its buildings were dilapidated; their smooth walls were chipped and their metal roofs fell away from the poorly constructed structures. With the landing thrusters active, the shuttle gently lowered itself towards their designated landing spot, and with a thump, they were on the ground.  
 
    Sharing an exasperated look with one another, Sean and Taris rose from their seats as the large metal door snapped open with a long ramp extruding out from the belly of the ship.  
 
    Each planet had its own smell, and this was no different. They had landed within the inner city, and an overwhelming stale damp wafted across the air. Other ships rocketed away from the spaceport with a forceful rumble from their engines, escaping the poverty that had just landed in.  
 
    “Wow…” Sean said, looking at the tightly packed together landing pads, “this world is something…” Hordes of beings rushed out from their shuttles heading towards the large, imposing gate at the other end of the compound.  
 
    “Restocking will take a day,” Fez declared, throwing a satchel over his shoulder, “I’ve booked us into a hotel for the night, if you want to stay there you’re more than welcome.”  
 
    Excited at the prospect, Sean perked up and raced towards the gate dragging Taris along by the hand. It was only as they were about to leave that she dragged him back, pinning him in place. 
 
    “We don’t even know where we’re going or staying,” she said, “what hotel are we in?” Disappointed, they waited for the others. 
 
    “I’m going to go and do my own thing,” Remulus said, breaking away from the group. 
 
    “… Follow me,” Fez laughed as they passed through the checkpoint. 
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A PARTY FOR SOME 
 
      
 
    Walking through the slums of the sprawling city was a dangerous and disappointing prospect, it was a far cry from the luxurious first impressions Sean had gotten as they raced over the coast. The glum faces of the Fre who waddled through the streets matched the rundown face of every building they passed.  
 
    From what he had learnt, the area was where hundreds of Astatine miners were housed. The highly radioactive element, used in powering the city, had caused many deaths and mutations within the community. The Fre were free, but many returned to their old professions, their shackled mentality proved difficult to shake. A depressing fatalism was carved into the way of life here and the clean, comparatively wealthy team strolling through these parts made life a little more disconcerting. 
 
    “It’s a dump,” said Sean, looking around to see if his group had drawn any unwanted attention, “I didn’t expect this degree of poverty out here.” 
 
    “It’s on every planet,” replied Taris, “Sarimunio is no different.” 
 
    Stalls were set up on both sides of the long, misty road. Their construction was as rickety as the elder Fre who manned their small businesses. With a pang of guilt, Sean tried to purchase something different at each stall, it wasn’t much, but if it helped to feed themselves or their family tonight, it was something.  
 
    Reaching the final stall and with every step, it seemed as if an invisible line had been crossed. The obvious affluence of the emerging area grew with the towering modern buildings. The atmosphere changed dramatically as friendly well-dressed Fre shopped in colourful boutiques and met in bustling pavement cafes. 
 
    A warm, salty breeze rolled in from the sea, guided by the towering structures. The deep blue of the ocean eventually crested over the marine defences which lined the beach in the distance, its calm surface glistened invitingly in the sun.  
 
    Sean craned his neck, marvelling at the sheer scale of the buildings that towered around him. But his concentration was broken as a female Fre in a bright, azure dress approached them. 
 
    “Welcome to Sarimunio,” she smiled, her cheerful red eyes contrasted with everything Sean’s instincts told him, “I’m the proprietor of that restaurant there,” she declared, pointing to a building with multiple stories. “Take these, it will grant you fifty-percent off any meal, tonight only,” she smiled, “we’re always open to serve fleet members,” she winked at Fez who looked away blushing and uncomfortable.  
 
    Sean thanked the woman and gave the Captain a comforting pat on his back.  
 
    “Looks like Mr Unflappable has been flapped,” Sean laughed, slapping Fez on the shoulder, “why don’t we go there tonight? Candle-lit dinner, a bottle of wine, or whatever they drink in restaurants out here, but make sure to wear something nice, can’t have the lady knowing how bottom of the barrel you really are.” 
 
    “Rude,” Fez replied, puffing his chest out, “we will go back there tonight, but only because it saves the Ioution fleet on expenses, nothing more.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” he winked at Taris who stifled her laughter and shook her head, “whatever you say El Capitan.”  
 
    Continuing, their hotel came into view. It loomed over all others as its vast shadow was cast along the faces of the structures that stood before it. Its double-helix-like shape was constructed from mirrored glass and high luminosity metals. Grav-lifts pushed and pulled elevators on the outside of the building, stopping at one of the eighty-seven floors the hotel had within.  
 
    “Incredible,” Zarid declared in awe, “I’ve never seen my species construct such a crazy building before, thank you, Captain, for letting me stay here.”  
 
    Approaching the double doors, they gently swung open to reveal its innards. The inside was hollow as each floor was a ring that sat independently on top of each other.  
 
    “Welcome to the Zazimar, can I take your names please?” the cheerful Fre said from behind a red and black marble reception desk inlaid with a white Fre insignia.  
 
    With their details handed over, each of them were assigned their own rooms all on the same floor. Stepping into the elevator, Sean’s wonder and joy didn’t stop as the tube was lifted from the ground in a fluid motion that felt as if they hadn’t moved.  
 
    The elevator came to a halt and its doors slowly slid open. Stepping out onto the plush carpeted floor, he took in the sight. Paintings hung from the golden walls and busts sat atop stone podiums, a warm light lit them from underneath casting shadows across their detailed faces. 
 
    “I’m so out of place here,” Sean remarked, “this is far too posh.”  
 
    Hotel staff scurried about, nodding to the guests as they passed. Looking down at his key card and looking up at the signage affixed to the wall, he followed the arrow to the left for room one-hundred and twenty-seven.  
 
    “There,” Taris said, pointing up ahead to a wooden door, “that’s ours.”  
 
    “Ho-ly-crap,” Sean enunciated.  
 
    The room had a level of wealth that made him feel a little uncomfortable. Golden fixtures and fittings were built into the fabric of the room. A crystal chandelier hung from the tall ceiling, refracting the bright sunlight that pierced through the room-width window.   
 
    With a belly flop, he jumped high in the air and slammed onto the ultra-cushioned king-size bed. Everything to him was amazing, he was disappointed in indulging, but when in Rome he thought as he slid open a cabinet to reveal layers upon layers of chilled drinks. He grabbed a light green radioactive looking cocktail and slumped down into a chair that faced out the window. He watched as the shallow waves rolled up onto the crisp, golden beach below, but a gathering of massive structures far from land caught his eye.  
 
    “What are they?” he asked, turning to see Taris grabbing the same drink and pulling up a chair beside him. 
 
    “They’re H2O harvesters,” she replied, slipping her shoes off, propping her large feet up onto Sean’s legs, “they go deep under the surface to get clean water which is then transported off-world… Rub then.”  
 
    “Well, this is nice,” he said, letting out a long, relaxed breath, “I could stay in this room from now until dinner.” 
 
    “Well…” she smiled, “We could do that…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stepping out from the shower, Sean threw the towel to one side and slipped into his clothes which were scattered about the room. Night slowly crept over the city. Restaurants and clubs each illuminated their businesses in bright, neon lights to attract passers-by.  The towering structures in the distance flashed in the deep evening sky as the chemical burn trails from ships streaked across the atmosphere.  
 
    The pair left their room and got into the elevator. Sean watched the bright cityscape disappear into itself as the elevator descended. They waited patiently for the rest of the team in the hotel’s foyer, watching as different aliens came and went, some looking more unsavoury than others.  
 
    “How long do you think they’ll be?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Who knows,” shrugged Taris, “you know Fez.” 
 
    “Sadly, I do,” he nodded slowly. 
 
    He had learnt a lot about the Fre so far on the trip, they were courteous, upbeat, and all shared the same dark dandelion skin with deep, piercing red eyes.  
 
    With a confident swagger, Zarid stepped out from the grav-lift with a not-so-happy looking Fez who trundled along looking as if he was dragged there against his will. Zarid had managed to find a perfectly fitted suit with a ridiculous pink fedora style hat to match.  
 
    “How’s it going ladies and gents,” he smiled broadly, “tonight’s the night ‘ole downtrodden Zarid gets to meet his dream Fre lady friend, I can feel it.”  
 
    “Let’s see how you feel about it in the morning,” Sean laughed, pushing himself up and heading from the hotel lounge.  
 
    The restaurant sector was pedestrianised and full of people enjoying a vibrant party atmosphere. The crew went unnoticed. The area held none of the perceived menaces that punctuated the outer industrialised suburbs. Street entertainers competed respectfully, trying to draw people to their sponsor’s establishment.  
 
    “You look happy,” Taris smiled, watching the Human bop his head to the music with a large grin on his face. 
 
    “I am,” he nodded, “everything’s perfect, nothing could spoil the night.” 
 
    “Well now you’ve jinxed it,” she scoffed.  
 
    Finding the restaurant, a bulky Fre maître-d guided them inside. The floor was subtly lit by the slowly changing mood lighting, a soft jazz band played in the corner to patrons that looked far wealthier than he could ever be. Taris, unafraid of sticking out like a sore thumb, waltzed into the restaurant and found the female Fre that spoke to them earlier. 
 
    “I’m so glad you made it,” she said, locking eyes with the Captain, “I’m especially happy you made it,” she winked. 
 
    “We just had to bring him here,” Taris sighed, “he didn’t stop rambling on about the ‘beautiful Fre we passed earlier’ so here we are.”  
 
    Watching his Captain’s colour bloom, Sean strangled a laugh as Fez looked on sheepishly. Settling at a table, he felt the hand of unwanted attention unsettle his good spirit as a Theran in the adjacent booth made eye contact. 
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude, but can I ask what is wrong with your skin pigment? I haven’t seen a condition like that before.”  
 
    Taris ripped into a fit of laughter, spitting out the little water she had just sipped on. 
 
    “It’s not a condition,” he smiled, “our race is new to the galaxy, I’m most likely the first Human everyone in this restaurant has ever seen.” 
 
    “Human!” an Ioution female boomed, getting up from another table to inspect him closer, “I’ve heard about your kind, how very curious, your skin is so…” she trailed off, rubbing the back of her hand down his face, “… so smooth.”  
 
    Joining them just in time to divert attention away from him was Remulus. Her white cocktail gown settled awkwardly as she fiddled with its seams in a futile attempt at comfort. She dragged a chair across the floor with a loud squeak and slumped down beside Sean while grabbing the pitcher of water, drinking directly from it. 
 
    “What?” she questioned as prying eyes bore holes into the back of her head, “I’m thirsty.” 
 
    The group made small talk as each of them ordered their meals, Sean soaked in the atmosphere while he could as come tomorrow morning it would all be gone. 
 
    “You don’t just tear into it like that you barbarian,” Taris fumed while instructing Sean on how to properly eat the sea creature he accidentally ordered, “you snap this… and this… then suck out the flesh.”  
 
    “I don’t want this much work when I’m eating,” he moaned before sucking on the carcass, “I bet it tastes like… oh wow,” he declared, his eyes widening as he pulled the first piece of meat from the evil looking crustacean.  
 
    As they continued devouring their meals, Fez and the female Fre continued to share casual glances until she walked over. 
 
    “I’m Ambronia, and my shift just ended,” she smiled, holding out a hand to formally greet Fez. 
 
    “Hello Ambronia, I am Feghouli-Azer-Taren of the Ioution Fleet vessel Mar’Ell, it is nice to meet you properly.”  
 
    The table watched as the two engaged in an awkward conversation. A smooth jazz beat filled the air as the relaxed crew enjoyed their surroundings. Sean noticed Zarid was unusually quiet, leaning over he whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Hm?” the Fre replied, his attention elsewhere, “oh yeah, fine, don’t worry.”  
 
    Watching him closely, Sean noticed that he continued to exchange glances with a table across the room. Four well-suited, vicious looking Fre sat at the table clinking together tall crystal champagne glasses, the bulkiest of which with raised his glass towards Zarid who looked down towards his feet.  
 
    “Now, what was that about,” Sean questioned, demanding an answer, “I saw everything, are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Zarid snapped, “they’re just some former employers, nobodies, lowlifes that the new me doesn’t want anything to do with.”  
 
    Forced to accept the evasive answer, he continued digging into the side order of bitter leaves this world called a salad.  
 
    As the night ended, the team decided to leave, Fez settling with an Ioution Fleet card. Pushing through the exit, they were greeted by three heavyset Fre, each wore a dark red suit with a golden bird stitched into the collar. 
 
    “Well, hey there partner,” the man in charge said, stepping forward with his arms crossed, “If it isn’t Straight Shooter, I thought we lost your entire team on Emeio, it seems the reports were right about a snake in the grass.” 
 
    “Leave us Pu’Ru,” Zarid barked, pushing the team behind him, “I’m out of that life now, I’ve got a job with the Ioution Fleet as an advisor and couldn’t be happier.” He looked over the three in front of him, weighing up his options, “you don’t want to do this, Pu’Ru, you’ll be invoking an ire that the Collective won’t be able to stand against.” 
 
    “An ire, eh?” the man said, turning to laugh with the two female Fre who stood beside him, “fancy words coming from a bottom feeder like you, the Ioutions must have really rubbed off on ‘ya.” A frigid wind gusted down the street, onlookers stuck to the far side but watched on, waiting for the inevitable. “Why don’t you just come with us? Do it for your friends, we will leave them alone, I promise,” he grinned.  
 
    “I remember your last promise…” Zarid yelled right before he lunged forward in a fit of rage, throwing a fist out towards the man’s jaw.  
 
    Stepping aside, the punch missed, but the man managed to crack an elbow into Zarid’s back, dropping him to the floor. Pu’Ru bent down to secure Zarid, pulling out a device that wrapped around his wrists, quickly, Sean lunged forward, landing a heavy blow to the Fre’s head.  
 
    “You’ll regret that,” Pu’Ru smiled, wiping away the thin trickle of blood that weaved down from his temple.  
 
    In a flash of motion, the two female Fre pushed off their heels, each landing a punch to Sean’s gut. As he curled over in pain, they kicked out his legs and watched him crash to the ground. Fuming, Taris grabbed one of the women by her long, black hair and threw her face first into the stone pillar beside them. With a sickening crunch, she slid down into an unconscious heap.  
 
    “Come on then!” yelled Taris, fired up. 
 
    Pu’Ru charged at the female Ioution looking for vengeance, but Sean managed to stick out a leg and trip him up, giving Remulus just enough time to slam a knee into the man’s face as he fell. 
 
    “Nice work!” Taris said, patting the confused Veterum on the back.  
 
    “We’re built for war,” Remulus said as she took up a gladiatorial stance. With a soft click, Pu’Ru pushed himself off the floor and stood with a short knife in his hand. “My life for the Emperor!” Remulus screamed as she charged the man down, taking him by surprise.  
 
    With a gore to the stomach, she wrestled him to the floor. The pair struggled for a moment before Pu’Ru broke his arm free and lashed out at the Veterum. Blood spurted out from her face. She cried out in pain before snarling like a rabid animal. The guttural rage which came from her startled everyone. But, the final female assailant was quick on her feet and barged Remulus to the ground, holding her in place. 
 
    “Leave my crew alone,” Fez shouted angrily as he landed a hard punch to the chin of the woman incapacitating her. She was breathing, but barely conscious.  
 
    Remulus scrambled to her feet, her usual soft green eyes burnt brightly with bloodlust as they turned a deep, cloudy red. She grabbed the small blade Pu’Ru had dropped and pointed it towards the attackers. 
 
    “May the Imperator smile upon my offering,” she whispered as she brought the knife down into the man’s chest with lethal precision.  
 
    Gasps came from the crowd and crew as she knelt over him, her chest rhythmically rising and falling as she slowly twisted the blade ninety degrees. Screams erupted from the dying Fre as blood gushed from the surgical wound. He coughed a final threat before a laboured dying breath. 
 
    “What have I done,” Remulus cried, falling backwards, shuffling away as fast as she could. 
 
    “Let’s go, it’s too dangerous here,” Fez said, offering out a hand to the distraught Veterum.  
 
    Every set of eyes locked onto them as they rushed back to the hotel, people crossed the street to avoid them as the party atmosphere was replaced with whispered rumours of an Ioution hit squad 
 
    Sat on the bed, Taris grabbed an emergency first aid kit and began working on Remulus’ minor flesh wound that was etched into her face. With some salve and a fabric that dissolved into her skin, the wound quickly sealed to begin the healing process. After a few moments of silence, Sean stepped in front of the shaking female. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked sombrely.  
 
    “I just… lost it,” she replied, raising her head with a tear in her eye, “we’re trained for combat from birth, but the Imperium lives and dies by the code of no civilian casualties, it’s punishable by death in our society.” 
 
    “But he attacked us, we were in combat, especially once a weapon was involved. You did what was necessary, you might have saved our lives, you most certainly saved Zarid from being kidnapped with who knows what happening to him,” Sean said, trying to comfort her. She dropped her head, unable to look him in the eye. 
 
    “He was disarmed and not a threat, there were many of us and one of him, I must be punished under the rules of the Imperium. Here,” she sobbed, handing him the knife, “finish me off, I must die.” 
 
    “We’re not in the Imperium and there’s no way in hell I’m going to kill you,” he said, pushing her head up with a finger. “Besides, if we stain the sheets we have to pay for them, and I don’t think Fez has the budget for that.” Laughing under her breath, she wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    “Thank you,” she sniffled, “I’ll leave you two alone, I recommend we make an early exit, we don’t need this biting us in the morning.” Closing the door behind her, Taris sat beside him on the bed. 
 
    “You handled that well,” she admitted, “she is right, though, it’s best if we leave early tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah…” he trailed off, laying back on the soft covers, “you’re probably right…” 
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SANDS OF TIME 
 
      
 
    The waves rhythmically beat against the golden sands as the Sun began to crest over the horizon, its warm light pushed back the darkness which had previously shrouded the city. Sean awoke to a thin streak of light penetrating through the heavy blinds, it bathed his face in a gentle warmth as he rubbed his eyes.  
 
    Sat on the edge of the bed, he stretched his limbs out as far as he could. Eventually, he pushed himself up off the comfortable cocoon and made his way over towards the warm drinks facility. The pungent smell of fresh mieno filled the room as the final drops dripped out from the prongs hidden away behind the cupboard. He stood, peeking around the blinds, watching the people below shuffle about still half asleep on their way to work.  
 
    The crew had a few hours before they had to meet at the shuttle port to regroup and head back to the Mar’Ell. A gentle knock rasped at his door. He put his steaming hot drink down and moved to let whoever it was in, but his mind focussed, remembering the tribulations of the night prior.  
 
    “Crap,” he whispered. 
 
    A switch beside the door turned its entire face transparent so he could see out. A young, well-suited male Fre stood with a trolley full of covered dishes. Sean’s appetite took priority over safety as his stomach roared. With a click of the handle, the door gently swung open and he greeted the waiter with a smile, the man handed him two plates, wished him a good day.  
 
    The smell of thinly sliced meats and ripe fruits stirred the sleeping Taris. Slipping on a robe and joining Sean, they watched the sun rise over the shimmering ocean.              
 
    “We should leave.” He knew Fez would want to be off the planet before the authorities caught up with them and asked some awkward questions. 
 
    A gentle rasp came at the door once again. This time their Captain stood waiting, looking around anxiously. “We have to go,” Fez said, moving inside, “I have been watching a group of Fre outside the hotel for an hour, they seem as if they are waiting for someone, I imagine it is us who they seek.” 
 
    “Sure you’re not imagining things? Old age catching up with ‘ya?” Sean laughed, walking across the room, “no one will come for us because we’re ‘Fleet Freaks’ remember? They’re scared of us.” 
 
    “I would not be so cavalier about it all, Human. If anything, being in the fleet has made us bigger targets thus far.”  
 
    He thought it over for a moment, thinking back to all the times they’ve been in fights or scuffles on alien worlds purely because they wore the uniform. 
 
    “Yeah…” he admitted, “you’re probably right. So, what do we do?”  
 
    Fez circled the room for a moment, peering out from their window. 
 
    “Your view is superior to my own,” Fez moaned, “but I say if we leave now we will not have much trouble, there is only a couple of them down there, so a group of us will scare them away – I hope.”  
 
    They gathered Zarid, and to his credit, he was willing to protect them if anything went down. Remulus was next, as she opened the door her eyes were wide and bloodshot. She grabbed her things and left the room without talking. 
 
    “Everything seems normal,” Sean declared, looking across the hotel foyer, “I don’t see any frothing-at-the-mouth Fre waiting to tear us apart.”  
 
    The streets were crowded with people, he expected their escapades to be the talk of the town – but they weren’t. Remulus seemed to calm as they made their way through the dense crowd, the spaceport was a couple of kilometres away, so they remained focused and alert. 
 
    Entering the downtrodden, demoralised part of town, the mood instantly changed. The team were jumpy and on their guard as civilians hurried off the streets back into their homes. The entire area had devolved into a ghost town, nothing moved apart from a thin cloud of dust that whipped down the street in a light breeze.  
 
    “I think you may…” Sean was interrupted as two incoming rounds zipped past, blowing chunks from a shop front beside them. “Take cover!” he yelled. Scattering, the team took cover behind flimsy wooden stalls and barrels as weapons fire rained down on them.  
 
    “Where are they?” Taris yelled while prepping her newly acquired XR-61. 
 
    “There’s one,” Sean pointed to a masked figure with a weapon on top of a deserted single-story shop. He crouched behind the low parapet wall, “he’s about to fire!” 
 
     “Watch this,” she smiled as she aimed down the electronic scope.  
 
    In the space of a few milliseconds, a loud whirring built within the weapon as it charged, and with a loud click, a thunderous clap emanated from its long barrel. A dense, red bolt of energy crackled towards its target, and with a double detonation, a most of the building’s roof was blown away. A sea of debris showered down upon them as the weapon let out a defeated whirr as two flaps shot open, letting out a hot gas from the capacitors.  
 
    “Holy mother of Christ,” Sean screamed, “there’s nothing left of the roof apart from charred brick, that thing is a monster.”  
 
    Undeterred, their assailants increased the heavy but inaccurate weapons fire, although it seemed half-hearted as if they wanted to scare rather than kill. After a few stray rounds, they finally got their answer as the shooting died down. 
 
    “Hand over Zarid Shumer and you all get to live,” came a female voice, “even the red devil, although we would take it as a sign of good faith if you handed her over, too.”  
 
    Panicked, the team glanced at each other wondering what to do, they had a single weapon and a wide, open street behind them leaving them exposed if they tried to escape. In the distance, though, a stampede of people begun rushing towards them in a cloud of kicked-up dust. They ran from a band of armed Fre who chased closely behind, firing into the air.  
 
    “Come on,” yelled Sean, dragging Taris, “get into the crowd.” 
 
    Being thrown aside and juggled about by the collective mass of the mob, Sean got his footing and sprinted in time with everyone else. He checked around to make sure the others had followed suit but noticed an obvious absentee. 
 
    “Zarid!” he yelled over the screaming of the mob, darting his eyes about. Unable to stop as he was pushed forwards, he noticed a lone Fre stood with his hands on his head, walking towards the armed men who stood waiting for him. “They’ve got Zarid!” Sean shouted to Taris.  
 
    The next few moments were a blur as he came to a hard stop, the force of the horde pushed him to the ground as people continued to run, trampling over his back while he lay defenceless. He felt his organs crying out in pain. His breathing became a chore as his eyes grew heavy, the world faded and blurred around him until eventually, it was dark – He was unconscious and could do nothing about it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     “Come on, wake up… please,” a female voice pleaded, sobbing. A violent shaking rocked Sean as he began to stir, his eyes slowly opened to the sight of three worried faces looking down at him. 
 
    “Ugh,” he eked out, rolling onto his side to spit out the blood which had built up in his mouth, “where’s Zarid?” he moaned as he tried to sit up, his back was battered and bruised, every organ screamed at him to remain still, but he pushed on, worried. Remaining silent, Fez held out a hand and helped him get to a stable footing. “I said, where’s Zarid?” Glancing at each other, they tried to avoid the question. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Taris said, lowering her head in shame, “we couldn’t stop him, he gave himself up to rescue us all.” 
 
    “Yes,” Remulus nodded, “A true warrior, his sacrifice will not go to waste as we make our way to Caladrius.” Sean looked on in disgust and confusion. 
 
    “You’re acting like he’s dead,” he raised his voice, condemning them, “we don’t leave someone behind, we’re gonna go find him and bring him back safely, that is the honourable and right thing to do.”  
 
    “Sean is right, we cannot just leave him, we dragged him down to this planet, so we will drag him back off from it,” Fez said, “I will have the Mar’Ell bring us down some weapons.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell,” Zarid spoke as he slowly opened his eyes, “where am I?”  
 
    He sat bound to a metal chair in the centre of a square room. A small sliver of light crept around a heavy metal door set into large cracked sandstone blocks. Rain pattered against the thin, corrugated metal roof overhead, its poor maintenance allowed water to stream through onto the fine sand which his bare feet kicked up as he tried to move. Struggling, he attempted to free his hands and feet, but it was no use, they were secured behind his back as well as to the chair. 
 
    “Well ain’t this just great,” he moaned.  
 
    As he continued to struggle for his freedom, he felt a band slipping around his forehead. What the hell is that he thought. Suddenly, he remembered he had seen something similar in his time with the Collective. Proving his theory, he attempted to activate his ocular implant, but as he tried to access it, a bolt of electricity zapped down his spine. 
 
    “You bastards!” he shouted, banging on the armrests, they’re blocking me with EM waves he sighed.  
 
    Remaining calm, he searched for any weaknesses, admittedly there were many, but if he took advantage of any of them it would expose his position to anyone who was in earshot of the crumbling stone or bowing roof.  
 
    Leaning his head back, he listened to the soothing pattering of the rain, for a man captured and restrained, he was surprisingly serene. The tranquillity was soon broken as the door opened with a pained squeal. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you, Zarid,” the man said with a wide grin, “your exploits on Silidrius are almost legendary.” Pulling a chair through the loose sediment, the bald man slammed it down in front of his captive. “Tell me, how exactly did you get past those droid sentries while carrying your target out to safety? I’ve got to say; a lot of the men and women back there are star struck at having you on base.” 
 
    “I’ve got a certain natural talent that others don’t,” Zarid grinned, “robots are no match for anyone with even a modicum of common sense, the trouble is that they’re predictable, once you learn their patterns it becomes easy.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” the room fell silent as the heavyset man starred menacingly into Zarid’s eyes, “people can be… unpredictable, can’t they? Just when I think I can trust someone then boom,” he motioned an explosion with his hands, “It all blows up in my face.” 
 
    “Trust and expectation are two funny things, they often go together but are not mutually exclusive, you can trust someone and expect nothing, receive nothing in return for that,” Zarid said, lifting his feet out from the sand. “You can trust me, big boy, just untie these and I’m all yours.” 
 
    “You’re mine already, filth,” the man shouted, landing a fist across Zarid’s face, “any more of your cheek and things will only get worse and trust me, things can get a lot worse.” 
 
    “My cheek?” Zarid questioned, “I’ve got two that smell faintly like what’s coming out from the rubbish heap you call a mouth.” His insolence garnered him a second punch across the face, the man’s large fists hurt far more than he let on, he allowed himself an inward wince with every hit. “That all you got?” 
 
    “I like you, Zarid, I really do, I wish we could work this entire thing out, then you could come and work for us, but unfortunately, we cannot,” he said with no emotion. They sat for a few minutes in silence, Zarid spat out the pooling blood until eventually speaking up. 
 
    “So, the least you can do is tell me your name if you’re to be my judge, jury, and executioner,” he said, looking the man dead in the eyes. 
 
    “I’m Za’Arm, and don’t worry, there’s no way I’ll be your judge or your jury, your fate has already been decided,” he hammered another blow down onto the top of Zarid’s skull. With his vision blurring, he concentrated on the mountain that sat in front of him. “So, tell me, where’s the haul you and your ex-team stashed? We’ve searched Emeio all over but found nothing, a few words from you could make this whole thing end quickly, you want that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you,” Zarid wheezed, spitting blood at the man. With a final crunch to his jaw, his head snapped back and his vision faded to black, for now, the beating subsided, but no doubt he would be back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just leave!” Taris boomed, “I like the guy but it’s not worth risking Remulus or the Veterum discovery on a lowly Fre.”  
 
    “I knew you had something against him or his race,” Sean professed, furious at the attitude the Ioution had taken up since everything went down. The three of them stood in the spaceport, sifting through the light armament of weapons a crew had brought down from the Mar’Ell. “Ever since he came aboard you’ve been dismissive of him, do the Fre and Ioutions have a storied history or is it a prejudice you carry alone?”  
 
    “That’s unfair and you know it,” Taris said, poking him in the chest, “I’ve been nothing but nice, if I seemed distant it’s because I don’t trust him or that Theran we brought aboard, this isn’t a circus we run, it’s an advanced military warship and is no place for a sideshow.”  
 
    Sean went to reply but was held back by Fez, the Captain didn’t want to see his crew infighting over a decision he would ultimately have to make, so to put a final halt to the hostilities he spoke up. 
 
    “This is my decision, both of you are right in your own ways, he joined this crew to change his life and make a new start for himself, so for us to abandon him now would be unjust,” Fez said while handing out weapons to the group. “First, we need a plan of action, I say we ask around the spaceport and in town for any leads on mercenary Fre gangs that have taken hold here, if anything actionable comes back, we act.”  
 
    Working together they began interacting with the bustling crowds which moved through the area, though few people had the time or inclination to stop and talk. They were pushed, barged, cursed at, all for asking a simple question, either the gang was well connected, or the people of the planet were hiding something. It was only when a scraggly looking Fre approached them that they got their first lead. 
 
    “I heard you’re looking for a mercenary gang around these parts,” he looked around nervously, “I’ve seen something like that on my travels, but information is never free.”  
 
    The crew silently judged the man, looking over his downtrodden demeanour with a curious but careful eye. 
 
    “Of course,” Fez said, stepping out in front of his crew, “name your price and we will see if we can come to an accord.”  
 
    The man scratched at his unkempt beard, he seemed on edge which in turn made the team wary of those around them.  
 
    “Ah ha!” the man declared, raising a long bony finger into the air, “how about one of those blasters you have there? I saw that box of weapons your friends brought for you, one less won’t affect your ship at all.” 
 
    “The Ioution Fleet does not share weapons technology,” Fez replied without hesitation, “think of something else you desire.”  
 
    Slapping the side of his dirty face, the man clawed at his long, greasy hair before smiling, revealing the few blackened teeth he had remaining. 
 
    “… Credits?” he asked cautiously, not wanting to appear a beggar in front of the imposing, righteous Captain. 
 
    “Credits we can do,” Fez answered, “how does a thousand sound? That should be enough for almost any of your needs.”  
 
    With wide eyes, the man nodded furiously cupping out his hands as the Captain dug into his own pockets before placing four chits in the man’s hands. 
 
    “Thank you so much, sir, may the three Gods be with you,” the man said, slowly turning to walk away. 
 
    “Ahem,” Fez cleared his throat, “the location?”  
 
    Thee troubled Fre looked at them as if for the first time. It was only when Fez went to take back the precious chits did he remember. “The Tallis Sector,” he pointed towards the red and yellow Suns setting in the north “Bad men there,” he coughed, “very bad men.” With a pat on Fez’s shoulder, the man limped slowly away with his vision affixed to the credits in his hands, but stopping, he turned back. “Follow the screams,” he yelled, “the screams from the dead.”  
 
    With that he was gone, disappearing down an alley never to be seen again. With this new information, they headed out from the spaceport, armed and ready to fight the gang who had taken Zarid hostage.  
 
    The walk through the town towards its outer edge was a depressing experience for the team. Poverty grew as houses became denser and streets narrowed. Dishevelled Fre sat outside derelict buildings or shuffled aimlessly along the dirty streets. They mumbled incoherently at the passing crew, their minds lost in the Aststine mines. 
 
    The transition through the city went without a hitch, as much as the people desired their items, the heavily armed group were more of a deterrent than a target. Leaving the boundaries of the city, they found themselves walking over rolling hills. The hot sun beat down on them with a relentless force. Trees littered the scenery and arced high up into the afternoon sky, they shared the lands with a lush, green backdrop of alien flora and hot, sparkling sand dunes. 
 
    Panting heavily, Sean slurped on the nib of his water bottle as if he were a gerbil clamouring for a drink. With a laboured sigh, he noticed the team watched him in amazement, unable to decipher the grotesque noises he had just made.  
 
    “What?” he asked, wiping away the excess liquid from his lips, “I was thirsty… It’s hot out here.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Taris said, “we’ve been on hotter worlds, hell, even some places on Earth are… wait, did you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” Sean asked, stopping to listen to the faint scream that echoed from the distance. 
 
    “That,” she replied, “It’s coming from over that dune.”  
 
    Stumbling up the face of the red sand, they took cover below its apex. On a flat plain below them sat a walled-off complex of rickety buildings. Wooden guard towers rose above the walls at its four corners defending the ramshackle compound. A high pitched inhuman scream from within the walls sent an icy chill down their hot spines.  
 
    “Is that Zarid?” Remulus questioned, looking uneasy as she dug deeper into the sand. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sean said as he looked down his scope to get a better view. A mixture of races strolled casually about the facility all with one thing in common, they were armed to the teeth and ready for combat. He noticed a large wooden gate sat at the front of the base with two heavily armed guards. “This might be a bit too hot, even for us,” he admitted. 
 
    “You could be right, those weapons seem to be Ararea developed, if you learn one thing today it's to not mess with Ararea weapons” Fez replied, 
 
    “Ararea?” he questioned, “never heard of ‘em.” 
 
     “They are an Ioution weapons manufacturer, they make some of the best weapons around, whoever is funding this operation has some serious connections,” Fez said. Scoping the facility for a moment longer he turned to the team, “so, anyone have a plan?” 
 
    “I can see a large crack in that wall there,” Taris said, “It might not be enough for us to get through, but someone the size of, oh let’s say, a Human might be able to,” she smiled, raising her eyebrows at Sean. 
 
    “Why always me…” he complained. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zarid fell in and out of consciousness. The continual beatings had made any access to his usable implants unsustainable. His red swollen eyes fluttered open one more time to see a skinny Fre enter the makeshift cell.  
 
    “Sir, we intercepted the group near the spaceport, they were trying to leave Sarimunio, we managed to kill an Ioution and brought his body back here for your inspection,” a toothless grin spread across the guard's face as he caught sight of Zarid’s wounds. 
 
    “Very well, let me just finish up here, dismissed,” Za’Arm replied.  
 
    Hatred and anger flushed through Zarid’s body, and in a fit of rage he planted his feet on the floor and pushed. The rickety bolts keeping the chair in place began to rock and loosen as he struggled. With a loud crack, the chair snapped at the legs sending him to the floor in a cloud of dust.  
 
    Za’Arm quickly turned at the noise and approached, ready to inflict the final blow on his captive, but Zarid had other plans. With a loop around the broken legs of the chair, his tied hands were freed, albeit still stuck behind his back. He scrambled about in the dirt searching for anything to use as a weapon as the stomping of his executioner grew near. The tips of his fingers rolled over a splintered metal leg, so with a firm grasp, he picked it up, placing it on his back.  
 
    “I’ve got you now,” Za’Arm declared as he rushed towards him.  
 
    Turning on his heels, Zarid pointed the sharp end of the makeshift weapon towards the onrushing bull and rushed backwards himself. With a fleshy pop and a ghostly breath, the large man dropped to the ground in a pool of bodily fluids. Kneeling, Zarid dug the weapon gently into the man’s throat, listening as his flesh parted with a satisfying squelch. 
 
    He slumped to the ground and gasped for air as the humidity around him grew to uncomfortable levels. Sweat dripped from his arms and nose as he laid there, just for a moment. With a violent shake of his head, the EM band attached to him slipped off, he could access his implants once again, how useful they would be, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    He rolled onto his side and pushed himself up before clawing at the poorly constructed wall, trying to pull the bricks away. And fall they did. One by one the loose stones fell away, crashing into a pile of debris at his feet as an opening began to form.  
 
    The crew ain’t coming for me he thought, digging his arm deep into the wall, dragging back a slab, why would they? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     “I’m never going to fit through here!” Sean whispered angrily as Taris and Remulus tried to push him through the tight gap, “stop, stop, STOP, you’re killing me,” he wheezed. 
 
    “Alright, alright, you crybaby, let’s pull him out,” Taris huffed, yanking at one of his arms until he came flying out, crashing into her, “I hate you so much,” she groaned.  
 
    Untangling themselves, the trio rushed back up the dune and reconvened with a disappointed father-like figure in Fez who offered nothing more than a sombre shake of his head in reply.  
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Remulus asked.  
 
    “… I could blow the wall up,” Taris suggested after a moment of silence. 
 
    “NO!” the others exclaimed in unison, “In and out without anyone knowing we were there,” Sean said, looking out over the complex through his scope, “If they even get wind that it was… wait…” he paused, flabbergasted, “Is that Zarid crawling out from that building?” 
 
    “Where? Let me look,” Taris said, zooming her scope down upon the facility. The crew watched on in absolute amazement as the lone Fre darted between buildings, hiding from the patrols which strolled about.  
 
    “We should really do something about this,” Fez said, observing the action below as if he were watching a film. 
 
    “Yeah…” Sean sighed, “you’re right, but he seems fine, why interrupt a great story?” 
 
    “Nope, he’s not fine, a guard just grabbed hold of him and they’re struggling on the floor together,” Remulus interjected. 
 
    “Enough inaction,” Taris boomed, standing tall, “let’s get this party started.”  
 
    Drawing her XR-61 the loud whirr of the capacitors spooling up grew louder. Before they could stop her, a concentrated blast of energy ripped out from the weapon demolishing the wall below, debris from the truck-sized hole tumbled out of the boiling dust cloud 
 
    “See how easy it is?” she grinned.  
 
    Loud, pulsating alarms began to rhythmically blare from the base. The crew pushed themselves up and charged down the hill with their weapons drawn, luck was on their side as the nearest guard tower was unoccupied but the free ride, they knew, would be short-lived. 
 
    High-velocity rounds impacted besides them, tearing large chunks from the outer wall. Scattering, they took cover behind the two nearest buildings and fired blindly around the corner down into the narrow gap between the structures. They continued to exchange fire as energy roared overhead, distorting the air around it as it passed, throwing the loose sediment of the ground up into the air creating a thin haze between the groups.  
 
    Kneeling, Taris crawled in tight to Sean who stood flat against the corner, she charged her weapon and blindly let off a powerful round towards their target. As their cover was destroyed, three men were blasted back, this gave Sean and Fez a chance to open fire on the exposed enemy.  
 
    Taking aim, Sean aimed for the man who lay closest to them, he clawed at the sand, looking for anything to help move him along quicker, but it was futile, and with a light pull of the trigger, Sean’s repeater spewed out multiple rounds. In a literal flash, the man’s life was ended.  
 
    The assault continued, but with a dull thud, a blinking device landed at Sean’s feet. “Grenade!” he shouted.  
 
    Time almost seemed to move in slow motion as he watched his team each dive away, getting as far from the device as possible, but he froze, his sight fixed onto the small sphere which sat so serenely below him. Instinctively, he raised his arm to cover his face, but in a flash of bright light, the Veterum device still attached to his arm snapped into life to form a protective shielding.  
 
    In a blindly hot explosion, the grenade detonated and sent him crashing backwards, sliding past Taris’ cover. “This is the last holiday I go on with you,” he growled as he dragged himself up and rushed back to his corner.  
 
    “Footsteps!” Fez yelled, running over to cover their flank, but as he poked his head around the corner he saw a drained Zarid limp towards him. “It’s Zarid,” he shouted. 
 
    “Good to see you came for me,” Zarid said, wrapping a single arm around the Captain’s shoulder for support, “this is why I didn’t want to come to this damned world.”  
 
    “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here,” said Sean, motioning towards the hole in the wall. 
 
    “Right,” nodded Fez. 
 
    The team formed up around the injured Fre protecting him from the line of fire. Sean’s shield buzzed and flashed as rounds ricocheted harmlessly off its pulsing, wave-like surface.  
 
    “Guard tower,” Taris shouted, bringing her weapon up to destroy the structure before the person stood atop it could open fire, but she was too slow.  
 
    With a crack, a single round-arched out and ripped a hole through Zarid’s shoulder, moments later the tower was engulfed in flame as Taris obliterated it from below. Dropping to the floor, the Fre cried out in pain. Sean stood above him deflecting any incoming rounds.  
 
    “You are not dying today,” said Fez as he grabbed the injured crew member and threw him over his shoulders to begin their ascent up the steep dune.  
 
    “We’ve gotta get to the shuttle!” Taris yelled while struggling up the near vertical climb, “cover our backs, Sean, stay tight and don’t stop.”  
 
    Weapons fire blasted craters into the sandbank as they zig-zagged up to its apex. Blood stained Fez’s uniform a shade of green as they crested the hill away from the facility.  
 
    Running through the tight streets of the city, the disenfranchised residents looked on disinterested. Zarid groaned with every step as the life was slowly drained from him. To their surprise, the mob that attacked them didn’t seem to have any inclination to pursue, instead, they hung back, allowing the crew their freedom in an odd decision. Sean was sure it would come back and bite them at some point, but for now, they were free. 
 
    Rushing towards the gated entrance of the shuttle port, they threw their boarding passes at the gatekeeper and charged past her, heading towards the Ioution shuttle which sat waiting.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” Sean yelled as Fez placed Zarid down into a medical enclosure that monitored vital signs and administered life-sustaining medicines. Strapping themselves in, the engines roared online violently vibrating the shuttle as they lifted from the landing pad and sped away towards the atmosphere. 
 
    The entire crew sat back, breathing a sigh of relief. The ordeal was over – At least for now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Returning to the Mar’Ell, Zarid was rushed to the med bay, his biometric signature had become so weak that the doctor locked the crew out as he worked, wanting no distractions.  
 
    Slumping down into the Captain’s chair, Fez took in a long, deep breath as he allowed his body to acclimatise to his position of responsibility. He knew the show must go on, with but a gravely injured crewmate a few decks below, it made every task more laborious than usual. Turning to face his terminal, he leant back, listening as Yumie spoke up. 
 
    “We’re refuelled and restocked Captain, we’re ready to make the final slip to Caladrius, what do you say?” 
 
    “Do it,” Fez gave a weak smile, excited at what he was about to discover, “set a course for Caladrius and slip when ready. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” replied the Ioution at the helm. “Slip in five, four, three, two, one…” and in a flash of blinding light they disappeared from the Sarimunio system and headed out into the vast, black expanse that is interstellar space… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14
KEEPING UP APPEARANCES 
 
      
 
    “Two… one… Exiting slip space,” came the countdown from an excited Yumie who stared intently at the display beside him.  
 
    With a blinding flash that filled the bridge, the Mar’Ell came to a halt, it sat stationary for a moment while the systems realigned and cooled. The crew waited patiently, their eyes were fixed on their displays, they expected them to populate with a new, wondrous cacophony of alien signature – But there was nothing. Fez activated the outside cameras and looked around the local space and found nothing, not even a star nearby. 
 
    “Remulus, where is your world? Are you sure we are in the right place?” Fez questioned, he expected the signals may have been blocked from their sensors, as she had warned, but for their visuals to be blocked also would require vast amounts of energy.  
 
    Listening to the Captain, Remulus brought up a map of the local star charts based on their position and studied them for a moment before speaking up. 
 
    “This is the right place, I imagine the local stealth net may have been improved since I left, which may actually be a good sign, it means they’re still here,” she replied, holding back a faint smile at the prospect of seeing her people again. Looking down at the charts once more, she copied them to her handheld terminal and showed them to the Captain. “Judging by my quick calculations, the star should be… here,” she said, pointing to a point on the chart, “It seems we’ve stopped about twenty hours away from the edge of the field at regular speeds, I wouldn’t attempt to slip through as it’ll be disrupted, only our jump drives will pass safely.”  
 
    Groaning, Fez instructed helm to follow their new course but to keep it steady, they had no idea what they were going to find. 
 
    “It’s exciting, isn’t it,” Sean beamed whilst he circled the bridge, unable to keep still for much longer, “an ancient race is just a day away, imagine what we could teach one another.”  
 
    He had taken a special interest in the Veterum, and especially Remulus since they had met. In his downtime, he scoured Ioution files to find any mention of the old race, but the threads were bare, there were mentions of an unknown culture in archaeological digs, but not much else was known.  
 
    Her mission, one of starting their race anew in a distant galaxy, was a failure, he hoped they found her species in the best of conditions and stronger than ever, but if they felt the need to escape an entire galaxy then the situation may be graver than most dared to admit.  
 
    “Are you alright, Sean?” Remulus asked as she strolled up to him and placed a hand on his shoulder, “I know it may be a bit overwhelming, especially for a race so new to the galaxy as yours, but don’t fret, we are but one of the many wonders you will experience through your long, prosperous life,” she locked eyes with him and smiled.  
 
    “Thanks,” he replied, looking away, “I’m actually pretty excited, there’s just so many things on my mind right now that it’s all a bit difficult to process.” 
 
    She nodded, sitting down at a console, “especially with your Fre friend still in sickbay, have you been to see him since we left Sarimunio?” 
 
    “Not today,” he admitted, “I think I may go while there’s a bit of downtime and see how he is.”  
 
    The ship was alive with activity as crew darted about, preparing the vessel the greet the mysterious Veterum. He knew he may even have to revert to his actual job aboard the cruiser, one of being an ambassador for humanity, he never looked forward to it, his alien meet and greet was yet to be perfected. 
 
    With a hiss, the doors to the med bay split in two allowing him access. The clean, clinical smell of the room was always so jarring. He noticed Zarid laid in bed working on a tablet, his face still swollen from the recent beatings. 
 
    “Hey buddy, how’s it going?” Sean asked. 
 
    “I’m alright, my recovery’s going well,” Zarid said, forcing a smile, “’ole Doc over there says I’ll be up and about in a day or so but I’ve gotta avoid ‘strenuous activity’ for a few days, so it looks like I won’t be joining you down on Caladrius.” 
 
    “Well, we’re still about nineteen hours away yet, so there’s a chance you could come, it wouldn’t feel the same without you there.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming back for me,” he said, holding out a hand which Sean took hold of, “I thought that was it for me, it was only when one of Za’Arm’s goons told him that they had killed an Ioution that I lost it and managed to break free and escape.”  
 
    The Fre lying in front of him had seen a lot, he had admitted to doing some terrible things in his past so to see him choking up about facing his own mortality was an eye-opening moment for anyone who assumes they are untouchable on the battlefield. With a pat on his shoulder, Sean leant back in his chair and tried to change the subject. 
 
    “So, how comes the fancy Ioution tech can’t just zip you back to health,” he asked, looking around at the machines which lined the room. 
 
    “The wounds on my face from the torture were fine,” he replied, turning his face to show the healing scars, “but the round that tore a hole through my shoulder had done some serious damage to my race’s unique physiological makeup that wasn’t so easily cured with a wave of doc’s magic wand.” Pulling the cover back, he showed Sean the gnarled wound across his shoulder. “I’d love to come see Caladrius, I’m going to make sure I’m there for it, I’m as excited as everyone else on this crew about it.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” Sean replied while standing, “I’m going to get a little sleep before we’re there, you should do the same, then meet me on the bridge when I get called, deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Zarid replied, smiling.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ambassador Sean Maguire, please report to the bridge,” announced the ship-wide comms.  
 
    With a stretch, he pushed himself out from the chair in engineering and waved goodbye to his old friend Farel and made his way to the bridge. 
 
    “We’re there?” he asked, stepping over the bulkhead, “that was quicker than I thought.”  
 
    “Not yet,” Fez admitted, “but I thought you would be interested in seeing something strange we have detected… here,” he said, waving Sean over to the terminal. “Look at this, what do you see?”  
 
    With a glance at the screen, three signatures were apparent, with a touch a detailed list of information opened above each.  
 
    “They’re Kesken,” Sean gasped, “all three of them, derelict Kesken ships, what were they doing out here do you think?  Surely they couldn’t have known the location of the Veterum.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Remulus interjected, “more likely they were scouting here after detecting a faint signal leak from our barriers, it happens from time to time, as to why they’re abandoned and degraded in such a way, I’m not sure.”  
 
    They looked at the signatures, different scenarios bounced around inside their minds but none of them seemed to make sense, there was no obvious weapons damage, the crew seemed to have just upped and left. The mystery would need to remain unsolved for now, as within the hour they would be within the Veterum’s stealth curtain. 
 
    A few minutes passed, Sean and Taris took up a position at their usual terminal towards the rear of the bridge while the others lounged around, waiting for the moment.  
 
    “We can’t be far away now,” Sean said, “I bet that…” he was interrupted as a blue wave passed through the ship. Alarms began to screech and in the wave’s wake terminals overloaded and burst into flames, spewing sparks across the bridge. 
 
    “Report!” Fez yelled, typing commands quickly into his console. 
 
    “One second, Captain, I’m trying to negate its effects before it spreads through our systems,” Yumie shouted, typing furiously at his console.  
 
    Screens buzzed loudly and the illuminated buttons and boards which adorned every surface flashed rapidly as the devices became scorching hot to the touch.  
 
    “Yumie…” Fez scolded. 
 
    “One second… there!” the sweating Ioution yelled.  
 
    Within an instant, the alarms abated, and the undamaged terminals returned to standby. Sean looked around the decimated bridge, noticing only a few workstations remained active, the others suffered differing amounts of damage to either their internal components or screens. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Sean asked, as the air scrubbers removed the toxic smoke and rebalanced life support, “It was like an EM field we passed through.” 
 
    “It seems that way,” Fez admitted, walking around the bridge to inspect the damage, “It only targeted our computers, personnel seem unaffected.” 
 
    “It explains the abandoned Kesken ships,” Remulus said, “but it is odd that they were so far back compared to when we got hit by the wave, it may be possible that power to the field is failing.”  
 
    Agreeing with the Veterum, Fez circled back to his chair and slumped down, deep in thought. Damage reports began to flood his terminal within moments, and with a quick glance at each, he determined that the EM effect was minimal, and they were fine to continue.  
 
    Officers on the bridge were cautious every time they moved an inch, the Veterum wielded some of the most advanced technology they had seen thus far, but to rely on an, admittedly advanced, EM field seemed archaic, even to Sean.  
 
    Time moved slowly as the crew waited anxiously. The black void that surrounded the ship was empty, according to their estimations they should have already passed through the stealth field and encountered the ancient race. But there was nothing. If they trusted their own sensors they were in the middle of interstellar space with absolutely nothing to see. They suspected their scans were being intercepted and altered as Remulus was adamant that the planet of her birth was in this exact location. 
 
    Sean watched the outside viewer on his malfunctioning terminal, he looked for anything even remotely suspicious, waiting for the exact moment the system came into view – He didn’t have to wait long. The darkness that surrounded them exploded into life in an instant as a star that sat millions of miles away from them suddenly burst brightly onto his viewer. 
 
    “Captain…” Sean began. 
 
    “Captain! We’re detecting multiple signatures of unknown origin, sensors are still populating and tracking, but they seem to be moving towards us, and they’re moving fast,” Yumie declared.  
 
    “Let’s not make any threatening moves…” Fez said, sitting up straight in his chair, “we are here on a peaceful mission, we do not want any…” as he was finishing, the ship was rocked to its core. Every officer on the bridge was thrown about in their seats as alarms began to ring out once more. Picking himself up from the floor, Yumie scrambled into his seat. 
 
    “Weapons fire, Captain, shields are stable but many more of those and we will not be meeting the Veterum,” Yumie barked, frantically trying to find what was shooting at them. 
 
    “I think you may have already met them,” Remulus sighed. 
 
    A second explosion thundered through the plating, the detonation produced so much kinetic force that it pushed the Mar’Ell off her bearing with helm having to compensate.  
 
    “Shields to maximum!” Fez ordered, swiping across his screen to display information about their surroundings.  
 
    The ships they had detected were still too far away for their weapons to impact them as instantly as they had, he knew, there had to be something closer. 
 
    “Captain, look at this,” Yumie yelled.  
 
    An external image flashed onto the bridge’s main view screen. A long black rectangular structure surrounded by glowing blue rings circling in different directions filled the screen.  
 
    “Defensive turrets?” Fez questioned, looking towards Remulus, “did you not know about these?” 
 
    “I did not,” she admitted, bowing her head in shame, “I was merely an engineer aboard a military vessel, I was not privy to the defences of our system.”  
 
    Unsure, Fez watched as powerful projectiles slammed into the ship’s shields, the blue honeycomb structure of their defences rippled around the outside of the cruiser as it attempted to diffuse the incoming fire.  
 
    “Shields are at sixty-one percent, Captain, their weapons technology is most impressive,” Yumie declared. 
 
    Fez considered his options, he didn’t want to return fire on the emplacements as that would sour relations before they had even begun, but to not return fire would mean the destruction of his ship and the loss of the crew. 
 
    “Ideas?” Fez asked around the room to a blanket of vacant looks as two more pulses thumped into their shields.  
 
    “Give me comms access,” Remulus shouted over the deep, ear-splitting booms coming from the impacts across their port, “I’ll try my best, but I am not promising anything.”  
 
    With a flick to her terminal, Fez granted the panicked Veterum access to their wide communications suite. The bridge went deathly silent as she pulled on a headset and began to speak. 
 
    “Ave, Imperator, morituri te salutant,” she said through gritted teeth, “Ave, Imperator, morituri te salutant… Ave, Imperator, morituri te salutant…”  
 
    The bombardment continued as their shields degraded with the rhythmic impacts. Remulus didn’t give up and was rewarded as the incoming fire from the Veterum defences stopped. Silence descended upon the bridge as the crew looked nervously at each other, the faint beeping coming from Yumie’s monitors the only sound. 
 
    Slicing through the calm, a high-pitched sound from Fez’s terminal made the bridge crew collectively jump, it was an incoming transmission. With a certain anxiety, the Captain accepted the call and within moments a face of a Veterum flashed into view on the main monitor. The man’s skin was a deep, dark red, it contrasted the relative brightness of Remulus’ lighter tone, his thick eyebrows, thin lips, and balding head gave the visage of experience.  
 
    “Greetings, I am Feghouli…” the Captain began before being abruptly cut off. 
 
    “Remain in position, a Veterum ship will escort you to our world where we will discuss your surrender,” an imperceptible nod ended the transmission.  
 
    Stunned, the crew began going through the damage reports across the ship. The Mar’Ell could withstand a beating, and just did, but shield emitters, as well as capacitors, had overloaded, so engineering crews were dispatched to deal with their replacement.  
 
    “Was that your leader?” Taris asked, annoyed by his undiplomatic demeanour.  
 
    “I do not think so,” she replied, turning in her chair, “we couldn’t get a clear view of his body, so I didn’t see what he was wearing but judging from the lack of headwear I would assume it was an equivalent of your Admiral.” 
 
    “What was that phrase you said over the transmitter?” Sean questioned, stepping around the crew of engineers which had rushed to the bridge to fix the damaged computers. 
 
    “Ave, Imperator, morituri te salutant?” she replied, “It means ‘Hail, Emperor, those who are about to die salute you, did your translator not do its proper job?” 
 
    “I guess not,” Sean shrugged, “it just seems a strange way to attract someone’s attention.” 
 
    “It’s a mark of respect,” she admitted, “we are telling our aggressors we are defeated and wish to surrender, it is customary among our people. I assume your crew wanted to live so it was the easiest route to achieving that.”  
 
    Sean was unsure if a guest should have been deciding the fate of the ship, but he had to admit he was happy to have her aboard. 
 
    Leaving her alone, he returned to his terminal to continue watching their battle map populate with foreign signatures. They were still a fair distance from the system’s star, but the outer edge of their stealth field seemed to be heavily defended.  
 
    Within the hour, a fleet of vessels pulled alongside them. The largest of the ships, which scanners showed as having a vast array of weaponry at its disposal, had a Flat, long profile with its tip fashioned into an angular spearhead design. A dull grey metallic surface was decorated with murals which spread along the ship to depict their close bond with war and exploration. 
 
    With a low gravimetric disturbance that rippled through the ship, the Mar’Ell begun to follow the heavily armed Veterum escort through the system. Vessels circled them as if they were sharks sensing blood in the water, the atmosphere aboard the Mar’Ell was tense as they were escorted towards their designated world, unsure what awaited them.  
 
    Flipping his scanners over to display planetary information, Sean watched as all available information was compiled for him. “Whoa,” he gasped, “look at these, Tar, it’s incredible.”  
 
    Per his readings, six out of the seven planets were heavily industrialised to the point where land was a premium and a luxury only the super-wealthy could afford.  
 
    Travel to the capital didn’t take long. The route was populated with hulking stations and a light interplanetary traffic that snaked out from planets and structures alike. He looked on in wonder at the massive constructions, their form was so similar to the design briefs back on Earth, function over fashion he thought.  
 
    Pulling up into an orbital pattern over Caladrius, the crew were instructed to follow an escort shuttle down to the surface where they would be met by select dignitaries. Fez chose his regular team to accompany him as they made their way to the shuttle bay and onto one of the vessels.  
 
    “It’s really happening, huh,” Sean said, locking his harness into place as he watched Remulus out the corner of his eye, her nerves were obvious as she sat there, shaking as if a leaf in the breeze. 
 
    “It sure is,” Taris beamed, excited about exploring an alien world, even to her, “I can’t wait to see how different their culture is from ours or Humans, it’s the best part about seeing a new planet. Are you excited, Remulus?”  
 
    The Veterum looked up with vacant eyes, her lips were chapped, and her colour had drained. “Yes… excited,” she slowly nodded, “but don’t be too intimated, our customs are a little more… imperial than most,” she admitted, deciding to brace the crew against the cultural differences.  
 
    A ship came to a halt above their nose, it’s dull, grey surface and low profile was like the other vessels they had seen, but on a smaller scale. They sat, staring at the two large engines affixed to the rear of the shuttle as they began to glow a faint blue, as Fez was about to speak, the ship accelerated away at unimaginable speeds.  
 
    At full power, the Captain tried to keep up with the blue trails which streaked out the rear of the Veterum ship, they left a visible path where the shuttle had been making it easier to follow.  
 
    As they darted between the packed defensive lines that circled the planet, the highly manoeuvrable escort dived towards the planet. Fez quickly readjusted his flight to try and match the incredible speeds the basic looking craft managed but it was no use. 
 
    “How do they go so fast?” Sean wondered aloud as the crew’s restraints pulled them tighter to their seats. 
 
    “It is most impressive,” replied as stressed Fez, now at the top of his piloting skills. 
 
    Crossing the atmospheric boundary was the worst part of space travel for Sean, he gripped tightly to the two armrests either side of him as they began to shake violently. He heard the grav-plating working overtime to keep things stable, but they were powerless to mitigate the minute fluctuations that had them bouncing around in their seat. Luckily, it was all over as quickly as it had begun as they punched out through the eerily high cloud cover to get a better look at the world below.  
 
    “Oh… wow,” Sean looked down at the planet they were visiting. Three massive continents, each with their own distinct biosphere, were separated by marble blue oceans. 
 
    Much of the surface was covered in factories, housing, roads, it seemed all but a few percent of the planet had been industrialised, a fact which became apparent as they crested over a mountain range to see nothing but dark grey buildings and machines which towered high into the sky. They were cylindrical, a vast mechanism moved up the inside of the tubing as large clouds of gas vented out as it reached the top. It paused for a moment and as fast as it had risen it slammed back down into the ground with only what he could imagine was a thunderous clap. The rhythm and scale of the machines mesmerised him, such a technological feat seemed impossible, although he had no idea what they did, a fact that Remulus noticed. 
 
    “They mine the crust for minerals, gases, gems, anything we can use, really,” she said. 
 
    “Incredible,” Taris gazed, “do they move?” 
 
    “They do,” Remulus replied, “If we returned to a higher altitude you would no doubt see the scarring in the form of massive depressions that these machines produce, once an area has been cleaned of minerals a new settlement is often constructed in the crater to conserve space.”  
 
    Approaching the city, a thin, red haze seemed to pollute the air as they drew closer. Vehicles darted between tall buildings as people on the surface went about their daily lives, unaware that the first aliens to visit in hundreds, if not thousands of years were right above them.  
 
    The area was drab and uninspired, to Sean it looked as if every building had been constructed from concrete and left unfinished, Remulus noticed Sean’s disappointment.  
 
    “We as a people aren’t drawn by the physical appearance of something or someone, beauty is a foreign concept to us. You have said you find the Ioution vessels attractive, but we see it as an unnecessary wasted effort on aesthetics over combat effectiveness.”  
 
    Coming to a halt, the Veterum shuttle hovered in place as its thrusters pointed down. They sat above a busy spaceport, a horde of vehicles buzzed about each vying for a place to land or leave. Granted special permissions, they lowered themselves down towards a landing pad, and with a dull thud the landing struts touched down, providing them support.  
 
    Excitedly, the crew unfastened their harnesses and straightened their hair. Nervously, Sean looked back at the crew and pressed the ramps release. With a hiss, the atmosphere aboard escaped as the ramp lowered.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    Stepping out into the alien atmosphere for the first time, he took in a long, drawn breath to get a sense of the world’s unique smell, and to his surprise, a sweet smell of pine wafted through the air. He looked back at the crew, he watched as Fez helped Zarid down the steps from their vessel followed by Taris and Remulus.  
 
    Turning, he saw three officious looking Veterum approach their landing spot, their purple robes were inlaid with gold threads with tribal-looking designs that spread out across both shoulders. As Sean locked eyes with them they froze, their mouths were agape as they slowly shuffled towards him with starry eyes. 
 
    “You’re here…” the eldest of the trio spoke with a deep, experienced voice, “you’re really here…” 
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DEALS WITH THE DEVIL 
 
      
 
    Confused, the team glanced at each other as the elder Veterum took Sean’s hands and stared deeply into his palms. The two younger looking officials stood back, watching with a careful eye as the elder drew imaginary lines across the skin of the confused Human. Looking back at his teammates, Sean shrugged as the man stepped away from him, visibly trembling as he began to speak once more. 
 
    “I cannot believe it,” the elder said in awe, “we must take him to the priests and have my theories confirmed, he cannot be allowed his complete freedom, knowledge of his arrival would cause civil unrest.”  
 
    Sceptical, the two officials stepped forwards and led the obviously deranged man away and waved for the team to follow.  
 
    “Wait,” Sean said, standing firm, “I’m not going anywhere until you explain what he meant. Has he escaped from a mental asylum or is there something more to this?”  
 
    With shifty eyes, they looked around before stopping, allowing the man his freedom. 
 
    “To some,” the young official began in a monotone voice, “someone of your features and… complexion has been prophesied to come and rescue us from our mediocrity, our once great empire is nothing more than a faint ember where we used to burn brightly among the stars.”  
 
    Ignoring the snickering which Taris tried to hide, Sean stepped forwards and looked the awestruck elder in the eyes. 
 
    “I’m no one, a nobody, this person,” he said, pointing to Fez, “is my Captain, he is the one with the real potential to be your saviour, not someone like me.”  
 
    “While that may be so,” the women said as she stepped forwards, “I am far more curious about the Veterum that accompanies you, it is only as a courtesy we do not end her existence where she stands for bringing you to this world.”  
 
    Recoiling, Remulus took a step back as she tried to compose herself, they knew coming to Caladrius carried its own set of risks, but none of them had foreseen this outcome. After an uneasy silence, the three officials conferred and instructed the group to follow. 
 
    They moved across the technologically advanced spaceport. Every direction he looked bipedal bots transported materials to and from docked shuttles. Smaller service modules moved across the landing pads clearing the inevitable detritus deposited in a busy spaceport. 
 
    “Please, in here,” one of the Veterum motioned towards a bulky metallic door which sat at the base of a gargantuan, opulent structure akin to a palace. Its white marble surface carried deep, dark grains of stone. Pillars held aloft a vast canopy that cast a shadow across the walkways which each converged at the door. 
 
    With a loud whining, the door split in two and bent backwards to reveal a dark hallway. But, within moments the walls began to illuminate a bright white, bathing the corridors in a warm glow. Running his hand along the outside of the building, its rubbery, scaled surface became apparent, and with a raised eyebrow towards Remulus, she explained the foreign material. 
 
    “It’s a composite,” she said, “It can be moulded to have any properties we require whether it is conductivity or strength, it’s a truly incredible material.”  
 
    While fascinating, Sean’s attention turned to the legion of soldiers which marched past, their perfectly timed footsteps reminded him of his time in the Terran fleet. Their red, free-flowing garbs hung past their waists. They each held a long spear weapon close to their side, its tip burnt a bright blue, waves of energy rolled along its surface, sparking off its excess as violent bolts of lightning. 
 
    “Hasta,” Remulus smiled while stood beside the gawping Human, “It’s the typical ground weapon of our basic infantry, we do have conventional firearms, as your race does, but we fight for honour, thus prefer to advance upon our enemy face-to-face.” 
 
    “So, this is what you use these for,” Sean said, raising his arm to show off the shield emitter still firmly wrapped around his forearm.  
 
    With a smile from Remulus, they were ushered into a long hallway.  
 
    The team passed groups of working locals, who were dressed in extravagant robes. They stopped what they were doing and watched on with wide-eyed curiosity, measuring every movement the misfit group of aliens made through their inner sanctum.  
 
    The welcome wasn’t exactly what Sean had expected from such an advanced race, but Remulus had warned that their customs were… different, it’d be a shame if they were isolationist after everything that happened he thought.  
 
    Antique pieces of armour and weaponry sat in protected display cases with inscriptions carved across the transparent material which encased them. The Arabic looking language was indecipherable to him, so instead he inspected the battle-worn helmet which stood proudly, quite obviously worn by someone important.  
 
    “Worn by Imperator Caelus in the battle for Rhomium-IV,” Remulus spoke up, bending over to get a closer look at the artefact, “It’s over three thousand years old, the battle was crucial in our push back against the Xuron.” 
 
    “Three thousand years?” Sean said, surprised, “how long have you and the Xuron been at war then?” 
 
    “A lot longer than that, I’m afraid,” she admitted, straightening her back, “but our history can wait, let us enter the chambers.”  
 
    Pushing open the two large, ornate wooden doors, the officials stepped through, waving for the team to take seats while they waited. Sitting across from them, the group of officials kept a quizzical eye on him as he fiddled nervously with the data pad in front of him. “Who do you think we’re going to meet?” he asked, leaning over to Taris. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted, rocking back and forth on her chair, “an ambassador? I hear all you types keep in contact with each other, trading secrets and the such, it’s quite sad really.” 
 
    “Really?” Sean scoffed, “I’m almost certain the galaxy despises the Human’s and sees us as an insignificant backwater world that deserves no interest, only once has an ambassador from another race directly contacted me and even then it was to ask about the Ioutions.” 
 
    “Aww, poor ‘lil Human left out alone in the dark expanse,” Taris pretended to cry mockingly, “I bet it’s the Impera-thingy Remulus was on about.” 
 
    “Imperator,” Sean scolded her, “they’ve been gracious enough to not obliterate us, the least you can do is show some respect.  But yes, I imagine it would be him or her who greets us, this seems like a pretty big deal to them.” 
 
    “Especially to them,” she said, nodding her head sideways to the trio which sat opposite, “why on Earth do they think you’re some chosen one? Who knows, maybe you are, it’ll be another world added to your list of worlds you cannot visit anymore because of your notoriety.” 
 
    “It’s a sad state when that list includes my homeworld,” he sighed, “but it’s probably nothing, the Veterum and I look alike, their scriptures probably prophesies about one of their own and not some unsophisticated ambassador.”  
 
    The rumble of shuttles overhead was a constant distraction as they sat waiting for something to happen. Getting out from his seat, Sean strolled around the room to get a closer look at the abstract art which adorned the walls. Every piece depicted a battle of some description with battalions lined up in neat rows facing off against insurmountable odds. A lot could be learnt about a society by delving deeper into their art and literature, their mindset at the time it was made was obvious to him, even as a novice. 
 
    Interrupting his observations, a serious looking female Veterum announced loudly. “The Imperator will be arriving imminently, please ensure you are prepared and ready for his audience.”  
 
    A silent tension built within the room as they waited with a nervous anticipation. 
 
    The doors swung open as two heavily armoured guards marched into the room, they split and each took up position on either side of the table. They stood sternly, their eyes were fixed on the outsiders and their fingers were restless as they kept both hands on their Hasta’s shaft.  
 
    Standing to attention, the three Veterum on the opposite side of the table shot up in haste, they each clenched a fist under their chin and bowed their heads. Walking in with an air of superiority came a tall, well-built man, his back was as straight as an arrow, and he walked with both hands firmly clasped behind his back as he took up a position at the head of the table and seized the room’s gaze.  
 
    With a scornful glance, he looked towards the team and strolled in their direction, his deep, purple cape flapped behind him with every step he took. Looking the man up and down, Sean noticed a thin white band that wrapped around his head, it blinked through a wide spectrum of colour as he moved.  
 
    As he drew closer, the experienced features of his vicious face became apparent, Sean was sure this man had never smiled in his life, and if he did it was at the expense of someone else’s fate. Coming to a pause, he stood towering over Sean who sat pretending to be unfazed by his aura of power, he held his breath as he listened to the deep, methodical breaths above him.  
 
    Moving on, he stopped behind a standing Remulus, she had her fist firmly placed under her chin, but turning to look the man in the eyes he raised his hand and struck her down with one brutal backhand. Taris jumped out from her seat but the man pointed a stern finger in her direction, if it was anyone else they would be scrambling around the musty floor searching for their severed hand by now, but there was meaning and a deathly willingness behind his actions.  
 
    With his plated boots clanking on the stone floor, the man circled the table, placing a hand on the tops of each of the official’s heads allowing them to be seated. As he moved towards his seat at the head of the table, he kept both eyes firmly planted on Sean who stared back at him. Letting out an exasperated sigh, the obviously elder man sat down to much pleasure as he scraped the seat forwards. 
 
    “Well,” he said in a deep voice that carried over long distances, “move closer to me.” Without hesitation, everyone stood and shuffled down the chairs until they gathered around at the head. “Better,” he said, rolling up the long sleeves on his graceful robe.  
 
    “These are the beings I told you about,” a senior aide stood and addressed the room, “they penetrated our outer field and were set upon by our automated defences, their ship would have been destroyed if not for the Veterum they had aboard.” 
 
    “Quite,” the Imperator said, turning his gaze to Remulus who cowered in her seat. “I am Vespasian,” he declared, “and I find it most interesting how it came to be that you have a Veterum in your company.” 
 
    “We responded to an errant signal we detected within the Outer Rim,” Fez replied harshly, trying to wrangle back some control to their side, “upon arrival we discovered Xuron scavenging through one of your vessels, so we dispatched their vessel, infiltrated your ship, and neutralised the Xuron threat aboard.” Listening intently, the Imperator leant forward when the destruction of Xuron was mentioned so casually. “We searched the ship until we found a bay lined with stasis pods, it was then that events transpired to bring Remulus’ whereabouts to our attention, she joined my crew and I promised to bring her home.” 
 
    “You didn’t take the option of destroying yourself and your ship?” the Imperator growled, “those ships were to seed other galaxies, not be squandered so a pitiful Veterum such as yourself could find herself back among the citadel,” he barked. 
 
    “I am eternally apologetic, Imperator, we did destroy the generation ship, though, so no traces of our race remained,” Remulus fearfully replied, looking down at her feet.  
 
    “There will be consequences,” he slammed a fist on the table, “do you understand? You have exposed the Veterum Imperium to unwanted outsiders. They bring a further threat to our once great empire.” 
 
    Sean watched the room as the Imperator spoke, everyone seemed on edge apart from Fez who was outwardly aggressive towards the Veterum, if it was a tactic it was one that he needed to employ with care. 
 
    “These consequences wish to speak with you as equals,” Taris said, “you said it yourself, ‘your once great empire’ isn’t so great anymore, so why not treat us with respect, we’ve reported our position to the Ioution High Council, they could bring the might of our fleet here within a week.”  
 
    “I pray you didn’t reveal our location or your intentions here,” the Imperator frowned, Sean placed a hand on her leg under the table willing her to not push any further. 
 
    “No,” she spoke while starring Sean in the eyes, “I did not. They merely know where we have stopped, not why.”  
 
    One of the elderly councillors leant toward the agitated Vespasian and spoke quietly. He relaxed into his seat and stared at the newcomers. “I am certain there is a lot you would like to know about our race, how we remained hidden, why we decided to become isolationist, it wasn’t always so.” He captured the rooms attention. “We have been at war with the Xuron for thousands of years, longer than most care to remember, and in our time, we came up against a force we so arrogantly decided we could vanquish with ease based purely on our xenophobic rational at the time. It went well, at first, but we soon faded into obscurity with the sheer unrelenting numbers and force they wielded. Our colonies and established worlds were devastated one by one until only a handful of outposts remained. We took the decision to seclude ourselves from the galaxy as the last form of preservation.”  
 
    Looking around the table, Sean was desperate to ask about what the officials had hinted at previously. “So…” he begun, gauging if it was the right time to ask, “about that prophecy…” 
 
    Vespasian groaned, waving away the question, “an old tale with no credence or base in reality, I would not worry yourself about it. Mystics attempting to predict the future waste our resources and time on this.” 
 
    “But Imperator,” one man spoke up, “the resemblance is striking!”  
 
    The councillor was silenced by a withering glare from his superior. The man sat back down and remained silent, knowing the consequences of disobeying the hierarchy, the Imperator was not a man to be trifled with.  
 
    “So, Captain,” his voice was now friendly but ultimately guarded and suspicious, “how is it that your ship withstood our outer defences with only minimal damage, vessels have passed the barrier in the past and were vaporised before they could get a transmission away.” 
 
    “The war with the Xuron has forced the galactic community to come together and work on terminating the threat,” he said, “we are the tech leaders within our coalition of species to the point where the Xuron are slowly becoming an inconvenience more than a pressing matter.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Vespasian admitted, “I am surprised they remained within this galaxy after destroying us and allowed your species, and others it seems, to flourish, that is most certainly not their ethos.”  
 
    “It is not,” Fez nodded. “As a race, we have always advanced quickly with superstition not playing a role in our society, but while our technology may have advanced quickly we ensured the route was clear before stepping out from our world and onto others.”  
 
    “This… galactic community, how many species are involved?” 
 
    “Enough,” Fez answered evasively, “are you interested in joining something special to rekindle some of your former glory?” 
 
    “It is a distinct possibility,” Vespasian slowly nodded, “there has been talk within the high chambers of regaining our place within the galaxy. But, there is something we can offer that keeps our identity hidden while giving you an advantage.” The Imperator waved in a scientist to stand beside him. “She works within advancement; I will allow her to explain our proposition.” 
 
    “I will try to keep this short. The Xuron are a versatile race, they can adapt to many environments and atmospheres that we cannot without often heavy and bulky equipment. But they do have one glaring weakness – Their genome.” Looking at each other, the team grew weary of Veterum’s offerings, genocide was never an option for them. “The proteins that make up their biology are vulnerable to a specific weapon created many centuries ago. The high academics, in majority control at the time, decided against using it. A total annihilation of another sentient race was a contravention of our holy laws. The weapon was dismantled into pieces, we loaded them onto different ships and sent them across the galaxy to hide.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about their genetics?” Taris questioned. 
 
    “We’ve had thousands of years to study,” she offered no more. “We have now travelled to the distant uninhabited regions of space to recover most of the weapon’s modules. No information remains on its construction, but we can reverse engineer the prototype for future use when the search is complete.  
 
    “This sounds like a weapon of mass destruction to me,” Zarid said, “I’m not having anything to do with that rodeo, I’ll take the first ship away from the Mar’Ell once we dock elsewhere.” 
 
    “Zarid’s right,” Sean said, turning to face the Imperator, “we want nothing to do with the genocide of a species.” 
 
    “The weapon is not calibrated to cause mass destruction,” the scientist interjected, “It is a beam which destabilises the bonds of force holding their specific molecules together, could it be re-engineered for a massive scale? Yes, but as it was constructed it was a single, focused beam which affected a solitary target.” 
 
    “Let us imagine we are interested,” Fez said, “why could you not go and get the piece yourselves if you have recovered the others.” 
 
    “The Xuron have scarred us, Captain, as I’m sure you can imagine,” Vespasian admitted, “this piece is located on a planet named Chaon, it just so happens that this world is within Xuron territory and finding willing participants for an expedition into their space is… difficult.”   
 
    “And you, as the figurehead of this world, say to me these weapons will not be used for the genocidal actions of a vengeful species?” Fez asked, questioning his true motives.  
 
    “Under my patronage, they will not,” he replied, bowing in respect, “all I wish is for us, and you, to have a consistent, unstoppable defence against an enemy that has caused the entire galaxy suffering and chaos.”  
 
    With a glance at his crew, he gauged their reactions, most seemed sceptical of the idea but with the piece under their control they guided the narrative of the deal, maybe even the construction of the weapons to ensure they were never used outside of defensive stations. Taking a deep breath, the Captain stood, placing a fist under his chin. 
 
    “We accept…” he said half-heartedly… 
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EDGE OF DESPAIR 
 
      
 
    Watching the shipment of goods into the shuttle bay, Sean snatched the quiet moment to reflect. He was uncomfortable with a race having that much power over another, but he knew the Xuron wouldn’t hesitate in using the very same tactics against his own species.  
 
    Becoming what he despised was not a solution to the problem the galaxy faced, though, and if the weapon could be used as nothing more than a deterrent, there could be some use in its reassembly. But that much power often corrupted those who wielded it. 
 
    Shuttles came and went below him kicking out a vicious wake that rumbled their large engines, for a race as advanced as he believed them to be, the invention of grav-drives had passed them by. He wasn’t entirely sure what technology they employed, but they accelerated far beyond the capabilities of a regular chemical burn engine. 
 
    With unloading complete and formalities dealt with, the Veterum ships left noisily through the protective shields. 
 
    “Sean,” Taris snatched him from his sombre mood “Come on you idiot,” she laughed, pulling him along by the arm, “we’ve got a team briefing, we’re going to be late.”  
 
    The doors to the meeting room opened revealing a sea of angry faces which each turned to glare at them impatiently. Stifling their laughter, the pair looked at their feet and took the two remaining seats which had been reserved.  
 
    “So good of you to join us,” Fez scolded sarcastically as heads shook with disappointment at their childish behaviour. “As I was saying,” Fez continued, “we need to make a final decision if we are going to go through with this trip to Chaon or not, there are obvious positives and negatives, let me hear your thoughts on it.”  
 
    Sean broke the non-committal silence. “Recovering the weapon is a good idea,” he admitted, “but I really wouldn’t feel safe with the Veterum in control of its manufacture, they have too much invested in seeing the Xuron exterminated. Can we really guarantee they would act without malice?” 
 
    “What makes you or any of the other races within your coalition less vengeful than us?” Remulus snapped, annoyed that her entire race was being pigeonholed, “It seems the current crop of worlds out there have experienced as much suffering as we have, what’s to stop them using the weapon themselves?”  
 
    “That is why we control the distribution and parameters the weapon operates under,” Fez replied, “because as you say, there are many species out there who would like nothing more than to see the Xuron extinguished at any cost.” 
 
    “But surely if you win the war against them you’re still annihilating a vast swath of their population. I’m not entirely sure how it is now, but the concept of civilians was alien to them, every drone worked either in engineering or aboard a ship,” Remulus said. “My point is, Veterum weapon or not, you’re going to be committing to the genocide of a race whether you’re destroying one ship or outpost at a time or doing it all in one.” 
 
    “The difference is,” Sean interjected, “Is it gives them time to surrender and change their ways, who knows, in a hundred years they may become a functioning ally of the community.” 
 
    “They will not,” Remulus barked, “that is not in their genome.”  
 
    “Be that as it may,” Fez stepped in, calming down the situation, “as the Captain I think having this option is better than not having it, raise your hand if you agree.” Slowly, each person sat around the table rose a single hand, Sean was unsure but Taris grabbed his arm and held it aloft. “Fine, it is decided, we will go to Chaon. But now we need a plan, and our old friend Farel seems to have an idea.”  
 
    Sean’s face lit up at seeing the engineer involved once more, he had been busy working on new prototypes for the Mar’Ell, but it seemed he had wrangled back some time to at least be here today. 
 
    “Thanks, Captain,” the happy Ioution beamed, “Chaon isn’t a special world by any stretch of the imagination, a handful of underdeveloped planets sit in its binary system, it has no asteroid belt, I can see why the Veterum chose to hide something there. But old scans, and I’m talking years old, show a sizeable Xuron presence in the system, we don’t know why... but they’re there. So, what I propose is to slip into say… near the system’s Kuiper Belt, push the Mar’Ell into silent running and take one of my babies out for a ride.”  
 
    Sean put his face into his hands as he recognised what he meant. “One of those stealth shuttles?” he groaned through the gaps in his fingers, “I’d like to never be near one of those again after last time.” 
 
    “Don’t be a baby, you’ll be fine,” Farel smiled as he leant forwards and activated the holoprojector. The Chaon system flickered into existence. Farel leant over and grabbed the image with both hands, and as he pulled it apart it zoomed into a location with a flashing yellow beacon. “This is where we will slip in,” he said, “and this,” he pointed towards a dead exoplanet, “Is where we will hide the ship while you go out on your little escapade.”  
 
    “How long will it take to get from there to the planet?” Taris asked. 
 
    “About twenty hours,” Farel winced, sitting back down. 
 
    “Twenty hours!” Fez, Sean, and Taris each stood, shocked at the engineer’s answer. 
 
    “Maybe nineteen?” Farel shrugged, forcing a smile.  
 
    Dejected, the trio slumped back into their seats and huffed. Over the next hour, the team hashed out the finer details of the mission. A squad would make the trip to the planet, evade any Xuron patrols and land without raising any alarms. The stealth shuttles were only lightly armoured, so more than a few direct hits from a Xuron fighter would be enough to bring it down and end the mission completely.  
 
    As the conversation died down, people began to excuse themselves from the briefing until only a handful remained. They sat in silence and watched the faint, rotating hologram of the tropical planet, it illuminated the room a dull blue giving it an air of false tranquillity.  
 
    Sean closed his eyes, just for a moment, and imagined being back home, sipping at a cold beer beside the beach, watching people went about their day enjoying the beating hot Sun as they splashed about in the refreshing ocean with their children. Time away from the media had done him some good, he felt refreshed, no longer weighed down by the untenable expectations set upon him by a news empire that cared more about the story than the lives of the people involved.  
 
    But opening his eyes brought the cold, hard reality crashing back down upon him. They had a vital mission and a race asking for help, his feelings may have been conflicted about the entire op, but while aboard the cruiser he was a slave to its primary goal as much as everyone else.  
 
    “Why don’t we go see Cestos about a meal?” Sean yawned as Fez gathered up the loose data pads that were scattered about the long table. 
 
    “That’d be nice,” Taris admitted, nodding her head, “I fancy something fishy.” 
 
    “Smell your armpits, then,” Fez joked under his breath. Sean and Taris looked at each other for a moment before letting out a bellowing laugh. 
 
    “That’s the Captain I remember,” Sean smiled, patting the Ioution on the shoulder, “remember when I first came aboard, and the entire bridge was laughing at my expense?” 
 
    “Just if I could turn back time…” the Captain smiled, walking out from the briefing room. “Go enjoy a meal and meet me on the bridge in six hours, we will be leaving for Chaon then.”  
 
    Pushing themselves up from the table the pair walked slowly towards the mess hall, their muscles ached and their heads pounded from the lack of rest. 
 
    Hissing open, the sound of laughter and incessant chatter rolled across the busy hall, the sweet smell of one of Cestos’ hot stews flowed through the air drawing them in. 
 
    “Not seen you for a while,” the chef smiled, “you should come down here more often, you missed a fabulous Carrelian steak pie yesterday.” 
 
    “Pie?” Sean questioned, “that seems very… Earth-like for you.” 
 
    “It is!” he beamed, stirring the large pot beside him, “I’ve been reading up on your culture and your world has a wonderful palate of flavours to choose from, how you decide what to eat each night is beyond me.”  
 
    Laughing, Sean nodded to the Theran and found a spot where both he and Taris could sit. Squeezing down beside two large Ioutions, his relatively small frame fit between the broad shoulders that sat either side of him. As Taris went to take a seat opposite him, the crew shuffled up giving her room to sit, he watched, astonished as another member of the crew brought her utensils to eat with.  
 
    They sat in silence, peacefully slurping away at the strange concoction Cestos had come up with that he decided was stew. To Sean, it seemed as if the alien had just discovered the usefulness of garlic and smothered everything in a heap of it, the Ioutions lapped it up as it tasted so different, for him, though, it was a pungent mess that the meat alone saved.  
 
    Returning to their quarters for some much-needed downtime, Sean instantly fell into a deep sleep. Dreams of fanciful worlds filled his mind. Images of vast plains of high-intensity weather sparked his imagination as armies of the undead hobbled through dimly lit tunnels. His own shouting woke him in the middle of an unwinnable battle. “Remind me not to have that stew again,” he said to the now awake and grumpy Taris. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Exiting slip space, the Mar’Ell’s crew found themselves on the perimeter of the Chaon system. Large exoplanets and huge asteroids orbited in formation around the two central stars  
 
    “Captain, you should come and take a look at this.” The urgency in Yumie’s voice caused Sean to follow Fez to the terminal. 
 
    Crowding around the screen they watched as Xuron contacts flashed into life one after the other. According to Yumie’s readings, the system was flooded with ships and stations each defending Chaon II and their target Chaon III. 
 
    “How?” asked Sean, more rhetorically than anything. 
 
    “That is a good question,” said Fez, looking worried. “No wonder the Veterum did not want to venture here, it is a death trap.”  
 
    With a general call for the selected team to form up in the hangar, Fez and Sean weaved their way through the ship towards the pilot's ready room. The knowing glances from the crew they passed didn’t instil confidence in him, more than a few handshakes felt more like goodbyes than good lucks.  
 
    “Breather,” said Fez. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where is your race specific breather?” 
 
    “Damn, I’ll catch you up, it’s in my quarters.” Sean took the shortcut through the guest quadrant hallway. A light from Cestos open door caused him to stop to say goodbye.  
 
    “… and here we are now, at Chaon, the Human hasn’t been an issue. I’ve sent coordinates for our previous stops so you can check them out.” Confused, he stepped through into Cestos’ chamber, the alien moved quickly to hide his communicator but it had not gone unnoticed. 
 
    “What was that about?” Sean asked aggressively. 
 
    “Oh? My conversation, I was just chatting with family back home letting them know what we’ve been up to, where we’ve been, they do worry,” Cestos replied a bead of sweat broke free from its hiding place and meandered through the cooks furrowed brow. 
 
    He laughed nervously as Sean stared deep into the Theran’s eyes before nodding. He wasn’t convinced and would let the Captain know as soon as possible, but for now, there were more pressing matters to attend to.  
 
    With his rebreather in hand, he joined up with the rest of the crew as they received final technical information about the stealth shuttle from an upbeat Farel. The ship, in all its sleek, aerodynamic glory reminded him of a fighter jet from back home but on a much larger scale, its nose was pointed, and four wings extruded out from its hull. Farel took the team around the vessel, pointing out its vital components in case anything should go drastically wrong, they had used the ship before, once with Sean, but to the Ioutions it was still relatively new technology.  
 
    “Alright, I think you’re ready to go,” the engineer smiled, waving towards the steep ramp that led into the craft’s belly, “Sean, you should pilot this, you’re…” 
 
    “Handsome? Special? Magnificent?” he replied. 
 
    “Better?” Farel forced the words from his mouth, “sorry Captain, but you control these things like you’re moving a bathtub, the Human’s reflexes are superior… to yours at least,” he coughed, trying to cover up what he said.  
 
    With a scornful glance, Fez stepped onto the ship pushing the cowering Ioution out of his way, Sean followed suit and placed a comforting hand upon the engineer’s shoulder. Stepping through into the cramped ship, even he had to duck his head to avoid the thick structural beams overhead, the much taller Fez was almost bent at the waist trying to avoid the ceiling.  
 
    “Ready?” Sean asked, craning his head around the corner to see a mixture of jubilant and concerned faces. 
 
    “You can really fly this?” Remulus questioned, raising her non-existent eyebrow. 
 
    “Fly is a relative term,” Sean said, turning back to his console. 
 
    “No it isn’t!” came cries from his passengers.  
 
    Ignoring them, he raised the exit ramp until it clamped into the hull with a satisfying clunk. With a wide smile on his face, he grabbed hold of the two glowing spheres which sat neatly in the console and gently lifted the ship off from its mooring. He felt the power he controlled at his fingertips, turning to face Taris, he looked on at the petrified Ioution as she shook in her seat, gripping firmly onto the thin armrests either side of her.  
 
    Laughing maniacally, he thrust the vessel out into deep space with enough velocity to push the crew back into their seats. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17
IN PURSUIT OF MADNESS 
 
      
 
    Activating the neural interface, the thin band around his forehead began to flash as it synced to his unique brain pattern. It gave him finer control of the ship as well as a constant stream of updates about the vessel’s critical systems.  
 
    With a single thought, the view outside the cockpit ‘window’ distorted and wobbled for a moment as the cloaking system was initiated. All errant signals were absorbed by the distortion shield that blanketed the ship. 
 
    They manoeuvred through the systems equivalent of a Kuiper Belt, their engines emitted low gravitational waves as they propelled themselves forwards. Remnants from the system’s formation sped past as micro asteroids impacted harmlessly against their shields sending distant echoes through the ship.  
 
    “All good back there?” asked Sean. 
 
    “As good as we can be,” Fez clung on nervously to his armrests. 
 
    Sean slowed the ship to a relative crawl as he danced between the lumps of ice which orbited the vast exoplanets. The fact that the belt seemed untouched proved one point, the Xuron hadn’t set up an outpost here to harvest the systems natural resources otherwise the supply of water, or if broken down, hydrogen would have been the first resource on their list. 
 
    As the distance between potential threats increased Sean took the opportunity to voice concern about one of their new crewmates.  
 
    “I overheard something strange when I went to grab my rebreather,” he said, “I heard Cestos, the Theran chef, talking about where we had been and where we were. He claimed he was talking to family but something felt… off, I’d appreciate it if you, or someone else, could look into the captured comms logs when we’re back on the Mar’Ell.” 
 
    “I will do that,” Fez said, “It does sound odd, he could also be telling the truth, though, but I have learnt to trust your Human gut… however large it has grown.”  
 
    Taris laughed, slapping him across his virtually flat stomach. 
 
    “We can’t all be skin and bones like you lot,” Sean growled, “curves are perfectly natural, too.” Before he could say any more, a HUD flashed into life within his vision and displayed the ecliptic plane of the system. Multiple Xuron contacts flashed into life, one signature much larger than the others. “That’s…” Sean froze. 
 
    “That’s the hive ship you were held hostage on,” Taris said, inputting the vessel’s position to retrieve a better scan. 
 
    Its elongated, cylindrical shape opened a floodgate of memories for Sean. Its convex, mushroom head-shaped nose faintly glowed a luminous green from the rivers of liquid that flowed under its reptile-like skin. The huge, spiking pylons that pierced from the rear of the vast structure let off a bright yellow hue that distorted the space around them. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Sean barked, panicked at the presence of the hulking structure, “we’re dead if we stay here.”  
 
    “Sean…we’ll be fine,” Taris spoke calmly trying to soothe his shattered nerve. “We’ve received no Xuron scans, we’re cloaked, remember?” 
 
    He looked embarrassed and held up his hand as if to apologise. “Fine, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Their target, Chaon III, closed fast. He took a deep breath and guided the small craft between the ships, watching as the naturally fractured, organic hulls of the enemy passed by. It seemed they remained undetected – for now, but any slight slip in their systems would bring the full might of the flotilla upon them  
 
    Squadrons of Xuron fighters in tight, circular formations patrolled between the larger ships. As a single formation drew near, Sean held his breath, trying not to make any noise as they powered overhead. He knew they could be having a disco and it wouldn’t make a difference, but it just felt natural to him.  
 
    The target planet engulfed their view. They took up a low orbit around the dark green, jungle planet. With a quick glance at his sensors, Sean couldn’t see anything of interest on the surface, but he knew their scans were most likely negated by the dense native flora.  
 
    He pushed the shuttle out of orbit and into a shallow trajectory through the abnormally thick atmosphere. Their superheated shields created a magnificent light show as the hot plasma continued to dance across their cockpit window, bathing the compartment in flashes of bright blues and oranges.  
 
    As they entered the troposphere and the light show abated, a heavy vibration clutched the ship. Without warning, a loud snap tore across the hull.  
 
    “What the hell was that,” he yelled, watching as the console began to scream with multiple warnings.  
 
    Accessing the neural interface, he brought up the ship’s diagnostics, the problem soon became apparent. Gulping, he turned back to look at Fez, who knew something was wrong. 
 
    “What have you done?” the Captain sighed. 
 
    “Nothing much,” Sean lied, “It was only the stealth generator that broke off, no biggie…” he coughed, turning to look back out the window. 
 
    “Wait,” Remulus interjected, “your stealth systems are down, how are we meant to get off the planet?” 
 
    “My breath-taking piloting?” he squirmed. “Blame the shoddy Ioution engineering, nothing would just snap off on a Terran ship!” he went on the offensive. 
 
    “Because everything you make is made from heavy, primitive alloys,” Fez barked, “no grace, no sophistication.” 
 
    “Alright shut up,” Taris yelled. “Let’s land and figure this out, alright?”  
 
    Sean opened his sensors and scanned the surface looking for any unnatural signatures that could be Veterum. A notification displayed within the terminal beside him. Sensors had detected something alien to the planet’s ecosystem. It was only a faint signal and close to five-hundred miles away, but they had to check it out.  
 
    They soared over the towering canopy of the thick, sprawling jungle which extended to the horizon and had made its way up the side of the vast mountain ranges that towered majestically into the Azure sky. 
 
    “There,” Taris shouted, pointing out the window. A long, black streak of charred ground and broken trees were cut neatly into the jungle. He brought the vessel to a stop and hovered in place as he activated the more powerful, focused sensors aboard. Within moments a detailed picture of the landscape below was projected above the console.  
 
    “That looks to be it,” Sean pointed to an unidentifiable object on the screen giving out no life signs or biosignatures. “We can’t land close, so I say we land… here,” he said, pointing to a larger clearing about a mile from the ship. 
 
    “Sounds good, bring us down,” Fez said.  
 
    With a gentle jolt, the landing struts of the ship touched down on the planet’s surface. Excitedly, he unfastened his harness and shot to the back of the ship hurriedly adjusting his rebreather and clipping on a survival pack 
 
    Looking back, he got a thumb’s up from the Captain, so with no preamble, he slammed his fist down onto the ramp’s release. With a deafening hiss, it morphed out from the hull and slowly lowered until it touched down outside.  
 
    “Wow,” Sean said, stepping onto the platform, “look at this place.”  
 
    A thick layer of rotting vegetation carpeted the jungle floor. Light shafts struggled to penetrate through the thick canopy above. Around them, bushes, vines, and flowers covered almost every inch of space in an explosion of colour. Red leaves, taller than any Human, pierced out from bushes, luminous blue and yellow flowers littered the landscape and iridescent vines dangled from trees above to create a wondrous alien landscape. 
 
    Their environmental suits filtered out the toxic gases from the surrounding air but allowed the sweet, pungent smells of the jungle to enter their breathers. An orchestra of high pitched howls and deep reverberating bellows erupted around them as if alerting the area to its unwelcome guests. 
 
    Slightly unnerved and with weapons drawn, the small team gathered around the commanding Captain. Luckily for them, the path to the crashed object was already cleared. Trees laid to waste and subjected to the test of time, occasionally blocked their path, their petrified husks a hive of multicoloured unrecognisable insects. 
 
    “Look, over there,” Zarid whispered, pointing towards a bright, purple bush.  
 
    A set of glowing, yellow eyes blinked at them from between the dense leaves. Getting to one knee, Sean heard the animal huff and snort as it detected their scent.  
 
    “Don’t worry we’re not here to harm you,” Sean held out an open hand of friendship.  
 
    A long twitching snout appeared that held two curved incisors protruding each side of its lower jaw. It moved warily forward, sniffing the air. The animal was perfectly camouflaged. Dark green and brown patterns with splashes of colour on its coarse fur would have made it invisible to passing predators.  
 
    “Hey,” Taris said, but as she got to one knee the animal snarled menacing growl before galloping away. “What did I do?” she asked. 
 
    “Have you seen your face?” Sean said, pushing himself up off his knee, “I’m surprised we’re even allowed to shop where we live.”  
 
    With a slap on the back of his head, they carried on down the scorched path towards their target. Pulling out a small tablet, Fez connected back to the Mar’Ell’s mainframe and tracked the signal. 
 
    “We should be close,” he declared, using the scanner to align two waypoints.” 
 
    The obvious scarring to the surrounding area finished abruptly as the jungle retook control. “It’s got to be here,” Fez looked around as the signal flatlined into a continual note. 
 
    “Got something,” Remulus shouted. “This seems to be of Veterum design,” she stated, pulling away a large branch to reveal a section of the battered hull. “We should work fast, the light’s fading.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Fez replied, noticing the darkening canopy. 
 
    “Here,” Zarid shouted, “I think I found the way in.”  
 
    Circling the vessel, Sean ran his hand over the hull. “Do you see any way to get this open?” Sean asked Remulus who stood cold-faced, inspecting the design closely. 
 
    “Veterum ships are almost always coded to recognise its Captain, or in the case of a smaller craft like this, its sole pilot, and will only react to their presence. I’m afraid there are no levers for emergency access,” she replied.  
 
    “Can we shoot it open?” he asked, perking up at the thought. 
 
    “Yeah, if we want to destroy everything on the inside,” Taris said, “luckily for you, I brought these.”  
 
    Pulling a pack from her shoulder, she cracked open the small box inside, it opened out into three sections to reveal a variety of metallic instruments. Smiling, the Captain grabbed a device in the shape of a crescent and placed it over the locking mechanism of the door. Molten metal ran down the hull as it sliced through its solid exterior. The cutter stopped circulating, Taris pulled it and a fist-sized part of the hull away. With the lock removed, they slid open the heavy door. 
 
    “Wait here,” Remulus said with a hand on Fez’s chest. “I know the layout, the systems may be, let’s say, hostile to an alien presence.” Without waiting for a reply she entered the dark ship. 
 
    The twilight jungle suddenly burst into a cacophony of riotous noise, all seeming too close for Sean. Despite the protests, he followed Remulus into the quieter and possibly safer ship. LED’s across his suit activated as he moved further into the ship. A musty smell of decay swept momentarily through his filters as he came across a single seat. Above it, a large screen with a solitary flashing cursor told the story of a full system shut down. The walls were bare and grey with coloured pipes that ran along the ceiling. But most noticeable was the mess, boxes were strewn across the floor with their lids ripped off and thrown across the ship, it looked as if the entire thing had been stripped of all its supplies. 
 
    “It’s been ransacked,” Sean said, pulling himself out from the ship, “how is that even possible with the door so tightly locked?” 
 
    “Maybe it was the pilot?” Taris replied, taking a quick look inside, “but judging by the damage to the exterior whoever landed is almost certainly dead.” 
 
    They left the determined Veterum to continue her search while they checked the perimeter for clues. Time passed slowly as she looked for the elusive component eventually throwing empty boxes through the open hatch in a fit of rage.  
 
    “Our species age differently to your own,” Remulus shouted through the echo-chamber of a ship, “If this crashed here less than two-hundred of your Earth years ago, it is possible they are still alive.”  
 
    The team stood outside and glanced at each other with a worried look before turning to check their surroundings, scanning the outer perimeter cautiously. A loud crash came from their left, Sean jumped to his feet to see Remulus throwing a box out of the ship.  
 
    “I cannot find it anywhere,” she shouted, kicking one of the containers, “It has to be here somewhere, it’s a small crystal looking… thing.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not gonna find it with you making more of a mess,” Sean said, picking up the box from the floor, “we need to stay calm and think it through, could the pilot have escaped and taken it with him?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” she declared after a moment of thought, “but unlikely.” 
 
    “Well,” Sean began, turning to face the crew before freezing as he saw two glistening green eyes staring back at him from the bushes.  
 
    Locking eyes, they stared at each other for a moment before the shadowy figure got up and ran away from the crash site. He threw the box to one side and gave chase. He jumped over a large fallen tree and pushed the dense greenery out of his way. Out in front was the quick alien, it ran with its back up straight, its long, fluid strides allowed it to outpace Sean with relative ease. 
 
    They ran out into a large clearing, a small river meandered through the opening, its banks were covered in smooth, rounded rocks which sunk into the soggy mud. The alien, in all its athletic might, leapt off one foot and soared across the gap, landing on the other side with ease, as it peered back with worried eyes, Sean noticed its radiant, deep red skin.  
 
    With all his muscles clenched, Sean launched from the bank of the river and closed his eyes, he felt the rush of wind through his hair as he dropped quickly and came crashing down short and into the stinking, knee-deep silt on the other side. Scrambling about, he grabbed handfuls of mud as he pulled himself out from the river’s clutch.  
 
    The shadowy figure stood watching before darting away once more. He heard the screams and calls from his crew echo through the jungle as they searched for him, but he knew he couldn’t lose their best lead, not now. So, he crested the bank and pushed on, sprinting at his top speed as he followed the being, rounding the colossal trunks which were buried deep into the planet’s surface.  
 
    After a brief chase, his body was drenched in sweat as his pace begun to slow. He caught sight of the runner in his body lights as it leapt onto a huge rotten tree trunk and disappeared the other side. Deciding that was too much effort, he skirted the twisted roots of the giant in time to see the running shadow disappear into the mouth of a cave. 
 
    “Goddammit,” he yelled, collapsing to his knees as it felt like his heart was about to explode, “I’m gonna have to go in there, aren’t I…,” he said to himself, wishing for anything but. 
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THE ABYSS 
 
      
 
    Sean waited outside the cave entrance for the rest of the squad. A crystalline cliff face towered above him morphing subtly through a spectrum of colours.  
 
    “You had me worried you idiot,” Taris said while joining him, “why did you run off like that?”  
 
    “I saw someone watching us from the bushes,” the team crowded around him, “I gave chase, which would have looked great by the way, and followed him here with no incident what-so-ever, nope, nothing stopped me in my tracks.” 
 
    “Then what are those mud stains down the front of your suit?” Remulus asked.  
 
    Ignoring the obvious slight to his heroic chase, he pushed aside the hanging vines that partially blocked the cave. “He, or she, I don’t know, escaped in there,” he pointed a torch into the darkness. “They haven’t come out since, but most interestingly,” he said, turning to Remulus, “they had red skin, just like yours.”  
 
    Nodding, she acknowledged that the target must have been Veterum as far as she knew that skin pigment existed nowhere else in the known Galaxy. Not wanting to waste any more time, Sean activated his weapon’s capacitor and moved toward the unknown. 
 
    “Wait, we’re not actually going in there… are we?” Taris was unusually unnerved, “not that I’m scared or anything, but how do we know it’s even the right person?” 
 
    “They had red skin…” Zarid sighed, pulling out a pistol, “come on now, what’s the worst that can happen?” Right on cue a distant roar of what sounded like a giant animal came from deep within the cave. “I take that back,” he said, turning, “I’m with her, let’s all head back to Emeio for some Lambda.”  
 
    Shaking his head and with a tug at Taris’ arm, Sean snapped on his weapon’s light on and headed into the cave. 
 
    Entering a large cavern, dripping stalactites grew from the roof like giant’s fangs. Stalagmites pierced the rocky ground, occasionally the two met to form a fragile pillar of glistening rock. The cause of the voids construction hit the stone floor and flowed into a tunnel to do its work elsewhere. 
 
    As he walked further in, a bright blue light engulfed the team, shielding his eyes he looked around for the source only to notice a spherical object embedded into the face of the craggy wall. Its radiated heat was immediately obvious as it warmed the surrounding area. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Sean asked. Alien technology in such a primordial setting made him feel a little uneasy. Remulus walked over and inspected it closer. 
 
    “That’s an old Veterum atmospheric controller,” she said, trying to pull it away from its seating, “It can raise and lower temperatures of an area while providing some other basic functions such as illumination.”  
 
    Nodding, he lowered his weapon and re-joined the crew as they circled the area looking for any hidden paths. The cave walls were covered with a thick layer of vines and outgrowths, pushing them aside Sean had found little more than rough stone and more lights. But, as he exposed the hidden atmospheric controllers, they flashed into life illuminating a path. 
 
    He ran his hand along the exposed portions of wall searching for additional controllers. Fez recoiled across the other side of the cave as two strong beams of light shone out from dual spheres which were placed either side of a naturally occurring crack in the wall.   
 
    “I have found something,” the Captain yelled, his voice echoed throughout the wide-open space destroying any element of surprise they had hoped to achieve.  
 
    Gathering around, they each peered through the wide gap. Beyond was a thin, precarious path which circled around the inside of a deep crater that appeared bottomless. Waterfalls erupted from different heights, crashing down onto the muddy, uneven track, before running off into the dark abyss below. 
 
    “Well,” Sean huffed, placing his back firmly against the wall, “I’ve got a new phobia.”  
 
    “A phobia of dying?” Zarid asked, “because that’s what’s about to happen here I reckon.”  
 
    Shaking his head, he took another glance out at the spiralling pathway and felt his entire body clench up in fear, but he did notice that the Veterum spheres ran along the wall dimly illuminating the route. 
 
    “You first,” Taris smiled as she gently pushed him forward.  
 
    Fumbling, he stumbled forwards and quickly grabbed onto one of the many vines to stabilise himself. Slowly he opened his eyes and looked down into the vast abyss below. “I can’t do this,” he yelled, gripping tightly onto one of the tangled vines that had forced their way into the underground caves. 
 
    Slowly, Sean took a gentle step out onto the spiral path whilst holding his breath. His mouth quickly dried as he took another look over the edge, but he did notice that the light spheres circled down to about a quarter of the way. With a deep inhale and exhale of breath, he let go of the emergency rope and stood by himself, pressed up against the crag of the rocky walls. 
 
    The rest of the team soon followed. They cautiously moved down the spiralling pathway as small rocks fell away from them, they listened out for the splash below to judge how far it was, but the sound never came. Sean squashed himself up against the rough, rock wall as he moved, his heart tried its hardest to punch out from his chest but his controlled breathing stopped him from passing out – For now.  
 
    Suddenly, a loud crack came from overhead. The air seemed to part as a huge stalactite sped past them like a giant dart. The distant sound of an impact into water rolled up the walls of the crater. 
 
    “Well, I would say the drop is approximately five-hundred meters,” Remulus said, casually strolling beside Sean with little care in the world, “although I would not recommend falling from this height, the surface tension of the…” 
 
    “Alright,” Sean interjected, placing a hand on her shoulder for her to stop, “we get it.” 
 
    The crew pressed harder into the rock wall and made double sure of their footing. Sean’s guiding hand went for its next hold and found nothing causing him to stumble forwards. Quick reactions from Remulus stopped him tipping over the edge to his certain death. She pulled him back to the safety of the wall only to tumble into a poorly camouflaged opening that led to a narrow path. 
 
    “Huh,” said Sean, “this is interesting.” 
 
    Following what could have been a lava tube they came to a crudely constructed door. 
 
    Fez took point and drew his carbine. Zarid, with a pistol in hand, slowly pushed open the door which scrapped noisily along the floor. Grimacing, Fez moved into the room to cover the carelessly advancing Zarid. “Clear,” the Captain holstered his weapon. 
 
    “Clear,” said the Fre after a withering look from Fez. 
 
    The same spherical lights that lit the crater path illuminated the small room. Alien technology littered the wooden table and most of the floor with a dirty unmade bed haphazardly pushed into the corner. 
 
    Remulus started sorting through the devices hoping to find the Veterum weapons module. 
 
    “This must be where the pilot’s staying,” Taris observed whilst examining a dismantled scanner. “There’s no way any of this stuff is new.”  
 
    “You are right,” Remulus said, “all of this technology is centuries old, it matches up perfectly with the time the ships were sent out from Caladrius.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Fez pointed at a small inlaid box, its surface pulsing in faint blue waves. Bending down, Sean attempted to lift the box but a violent jolt coursed through his body and sent him crashing to the ground.  
 
    Cursing at the top of his voice, he jumped to his feet ready to kick the box halfway back home, only the calming hand of Taris stopped him. With her Veterum knowledge, Remulus inspected the case closer, she pointed out a small tab on its exterior where an electronic key would fit. 
 
    “We need this,” she said, “it must be here somewhere.”  
 
    They meticulously searched the room but came up empty-handed. “We need the pilot, if he’s still alive,” Fez said.
“He will be,” Remulus replied whilst searching through a pile of worn clothing, “All Veterum are trained in combat and evasion techniques, the proof is in how long they have survived already.”  
 
    Everything Sean had learnt about the Veterum painted them as a regimented race of isolationists that had suffered at the cruel hand of war. Maybe it was his own experience painting a different, biased picture in his head, but to him, you never left a soldier behind, especially one, for all intents and purposes, that had been left out to dry by their superiors.  
 
    “Well, what do we do then, Captain?” Zarid asked, looking out from the doorway. 
 
    “I think we find the pilot and…” Fez was interrupted by a guttural roar that came from deep within the network of caves. 
 
    Everyone armed their weapons and ran from the room to investigate. As they looked over the precipice the sound lifted from below. Picking up their speed, they circled around the long, winding path towards the inevitable danger.  
 
    Flashes of green pushed back the darkness as plasma blasts rang out. With a quick glance, Sean noticed a large, shadowy figure advancing on the plasma’s source. “We have to hurry,” barked Sean as he kept one hand on the wall to his left.  
 
    Running along the uneven path, he came to a sudden stop when a break in the path halted their advance. The only way across was to jump, a prospect he was not entirely pleased with.  
 
    “Guys…” he said with a plum-sized object in his throat, “I think we have to jump across this gap.”  
 
    Without another word, Zarid rushed forwards and leapt off from one foot, he soared across the wide gap landing with a roll. The Fre turned and smiled towards the group. “I don’t get enough opportunities to show off,” he admitted, brushing down his suit, “I couldn’t pass it up.”  
 
    Sean stood on the edge, looking down into the void below as another plasma bolt lanced through the darkness below. He looked across to Zarid who encouraged him to hurdle over, reminding him that he was there to catch him in case anything went awry. With a deep breath and shaky legs, he stepped back a few meters, clenched his muscles, and set off at a full sprint. Before he reached the point of no return his nerve deserted him and he latched back onto the wall. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” cried Sean, “It’s too far to jump, what if I hit the side and fall all the way down into that damn monster below us, what a waste of perfectly good talent.”  
 
    “You massive baby,” Taris sighed as she took a running jump over the gap, her long legs allowed her to seemingly step across it with ease.  
 
    The rest of the team followed suit and jumped across the break with little to no problems, but Sean’s tight grip on the rock remained, he only caught short glimpses of the potential drop, but that was enough to put him off.  
 
    “Right, that’s it,” she moaned, “we’re just going to leave you if you’re going to be stupid.” 
 
    “No, no, no!” he yelled.  
 
    Stepping back, he took one last breath as he leapt, but as he did the ledge under his foot gave way and he slipped into an uncontrolled dive. Time seemed to slow as he tumbled through the air, holding out his arms he flailed in a desperate attempt to latch onto anything. He gritted as he felt the sudden foreboding of death wash over him, hitting the water from his height would have meant death, but at the last moment, the outstretched hand of Fez wrapped around his wrist.  
 
    The Ioution struggled for a moment before the others held on tight to the Captain and pulled him back, in turn pulling up the distressed Sean. He laid on his back panting heavily, Remulus came over and held out a hand which he slapped away, he was wide-eyed as the adrenaline rushed through his veins.  
 
    “That could have been it,” he muttered, “It could have been all over.”  
 
    “So melodramatic,” sighed Taris, giving him a gentle boot in the side, “come on, get up,” she ordered as he writhed around in pain.  
 
    The screams grew louder the further they progressed until there was only silence. Worried, they picked up the pace until they found themselves jumping off a small ledge onto a thin strip of land below. Waterfalls crashed all around them, spraying water up into a dense fog. The large pool of water glistened as if made from crystal. The team looked around with their flashlights. The creature seemed to have disappeared and all signs of the pilot were gone.  
 
    “Where is he?” Zarid yelled over the thunderous sound of the water crashing into the deep pool beside them, “is it a he?”  
 
    Aiming his light into the turbulent water, Sean scanned for any signs of life until he caught the faintest glimpse of something gleaming in the lake. Without hesitation, he jumped in. Swimming against the power of the falling water was an exhausting task, but he was rewarded as a Veterum pilot lay face up floating in the calmer waters opposite the bank. 
 
    “Over here!” shouted Sean, waving his light for others to see, “I’ve got him.”  
 
    He was painfully thin, almost malnourished, with a thick unkempt beard, but alive. The man coughed and spluttered as he opened his dull eyes.  
 
    “Are you Charon?” he asked, looking up to see Remulus knelt over him. 
 
    “No,” Remulus answered coldly, “we have come to retrieve…” 
 
    “Give him time to catch his breath,” said Sean, pulling the female Veterum to her feet.  
 
    “The pool… the river… you,” he said, pointing to the crew, “is this not Styx? Am I not dead?” 
 
    “No,” repeated Remulus, “you are very much alive and in our debt.”  
 
    “Thank…” the man was cut off as a faint ticking sound came from behind them.  
 
    Turning, Sean saw two long tentacles burst out from behind one of the tumbling waterfalls, they wrapped around the rock face with a suction-like grip. Two more quickly followed and gripped onto the rocky face. Slowly, a fat, rounded face pierced out from the falling water. Its array of yellow eyes which circled around its head and sharp fangs sat neatly on its rose-skinned, hairy body.  
 
    It opened its thin mouth wide, revealing the full set of fangs within, and let out a deafening screech before jumping forwards off all its four limbs… 
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THE MOUTH OF HELL 
 
      
 
    Arcing through the air the creature slammed into the deep pool creating a wave that broke onto the rocks soaking the stunned crew. They regrouped and aimed their weapons at the epicentre of the rippled surface. 
 
    “Where did it go?” shouted Sean. Waiting anxiously for the alien beast to reappear, they looked for non-existent cover. 
 
    A geyser of water burst powerfully from the black pool as the creature launched itself from the depths. Its eyes locked onto Sean as two of its four limbs went to take him. For a split second he felt serene, fate had dealt him this hand and there was no stopping it. 
 
    The alien shrieked as Zarid fired instinctively on full auto making it recoil and drop its powerful appendages. The bolts slammed into its body leaving a patch of charred flesh engraved onto its skin. 
 
    Recovering with a deafening roar, the monster pushed itself out the water on two limbs before raising another above its head. Before they could react, the tentacle lashed out, sweeping across the platform they were gathered on. It knocked the team down like bowling pins and threw them across the room. Landing with a thump, Sean rolled along the dirt floor as he flinched from the beating, his bones felt brittle and his skin screamed in agony from the powerful slap.  
 
    Shocked and bruised they tried to recover a firing solution. A solid flailing limb slammed into Remulus as she tried to push herself up and wrapped around her struggling body.  
 
    “Remi!” Sean yelled.  
 
    He watched helplessly as the creature thrashed her from side-to-side high above him. She looked a lifeless corpse, her body limp and twisted, but the faint cries of help gave him hope. 
 
    “Hang in there,” shouted Sean at the top of his lungs. He pulled his weapon up and went to fire but a defeated whirr came from it as nothing happened. “Damn it!” he cried whilst hitting the battery pack on his weapon to get it working. It sputtered to life as a low humming sound came from it as the capacitors charged. 
 
    Zarid had no such trouble as he drew both his pistols and opened fire into the creature’s pulsating body mass. A mixture of purple and green bolts streaked towards the monster. Plasma splashed over the being as it shrieked in pain, teetering on its muscular limbs.  
 
    Without hesitation, the rest of the squad opened fire with everything they had. Taris’ XR-61 let out a loud hum as a charge built within the weapon, a roaring clap echoed from its barrel as a long, red bolt of energy screeched out. It slammed into the creature with force, pushing it back a little as the lesser powered weapons of the others caused minor cosmetic damage to its resilient exterior.  
 
    “Keep firing!” yelled Fez. 
 
    Enraged, the monster again rose on its limbs into the air and swiped out at them. Most saw it coming, but Sean, being preoccupied with getting off the right shot, didn’t. The tentacle smashed into his side with a crunch that made everyone around him wince. He dropped his weapon as the limb threw him through the air barely conscious of what was happening. 
 
    “Sean!” screamed Taris.  
 
    With a splash, he landed at the base of the waterfall and instantly succumb to its sheer force pushing him deeper into the pool. His body felt light for a moment before his eyes snapped open to see the scanning cones of the flashlights above refracting off the water’s surface. With all his will he swam for the shimmering surface. 
 
    Gasping for breath, he saw the beast powering towards him leaving a wake in its trail, its limbs propelled it forwards as it slingshot itself off the rock formations and stalagmites that protruded from the pool. There no escape, for the second time in as many minutes he was at one with death, watching as the monster opened its large mouth, its rows of teeth an early indication to his inevitable fate.  
 
    But his guardian angel was watching out for him as a powerful blast of energy fizzed across the water. It pushed the creature back giving him enough time to refocus and swim frantically to the bank.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Taris shouted over the sound of gunfire. 
 
    “I think so,” he replied as he caught his breath and listened to the almost distant sounds of battle behind him.  
 
    Soon, though, the sound of Remulus’ reinvigorated cries brought him back to reality. Quickly, he swam to the shore, pulled himself out and picked up his weapon.  
 
    Remulus screamed in rage and fought with all her might, then, remembering, she drew a thin blade from her belt before stabbing at the creature’s limbs. She was thrown violently from side-to-side as she sliced at the flesh which held her in place. The monster let out another deafening screech as it flinched. Fez, wanting to take the opportunity, placed his carbine gently into his shoulder for support and opened fire with pinpoint accuracy at the being’s eyes. Four rounds impacted into the creature’s face, one hitting its mark as an eye exploded leaving a charred smoking pit.  
 
    The being threw its limbs about uncontrollably as the pain rushed through its body. Angrily, it launched Remulus powerfully into the rock face with a bone-shattering crack. Her lifeless body twisted to the ground and didn’t move. 
 
    “No!” Sean screamed.  
 
    He rushed over to her aid and tried to shake her awake, hoping that the only damage she had sustained was a bad headache – But it wasn’t to be. Blood trickled from her nose as her eyes rolled back into her head.. With a hand placed on her chest, he felt her shallow breath.  
 
    “She’s not dead,” he yelled to the engaged crew, “but she’s pretty messed up, we HAVE to get going.”  
 
    With a final check across her body, he felt bones protruding out from her skin, luckily, they hadn’t penetrated the suit and ensured her death by decompression, but the situation wasn’t good.  
 
    “How does it look,” Fez yelled over his carbine fire, “is she going to die?” 
 
    “Maybe,” shouted Taris dejectedly, “we really need to…” she was interrupted as another loud screech came from behind one of the waterfalls.  
 
    Slowly, a second creature pulled itself out from the hidden cave as water cascaded around it. A sense of dread fell upon everyone as it moved into position beside the damaged, shrieking beast and slammed its four limbs into the churning pool 
 
    “I think we better go,” Zarid cried as he walked back slowly, firing his dual pistols off in a hopeless attempt at a distraction.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” answered Taris.  
 
    A heavy crash came as Zarid rolled out the way of the second creature slamming one of its limbs down in an attempt at maiming the Fre. He glanced over towards Sean with worry in his eyes, the last attack was too close for comfort. 
 
    “Come on, back to the shuttle,” Fez shouted, standing heroically and firing into the onrushing beasts as he provided enough time for the team to escape.  
 
    Plasma-shells impacted across their bodies but the carbine’s capacitor was depleted, and with no reloads readily available they shrugged off the multiple hits. Taris bent down and threw the limp Remulus over her shoulder. As Sean pulled himself up onto the overhead path, Taris passed the semi-conscious Veterum up and climbed to join them. 
 
    The rest of the team followed closely behind as they began their long ascent towards the crater’s exit. Below them, the two creatures thrashed about angrily as their prey escaped just out of reach of the probing tentacles. 
 
    The distance increased between them and the beasts, they were all short of breath as they pushed their bodies to their limits after a close escape. But they slowed and grew comfortable in the fact that they couldn’t be pursued, that was until Fez looked back into the crater. 
 
    A loud prolonged growl filled the void as one of the cephalopod beasts pushed itself from the pool and grabbed onto the edge of the path. In a fluid motion, it threw its giant limbs towards the team and slowly ascended the cliff. 
 
    “Oh… crap!” Taris shouted, coming to an abrupt halt, “erm…” she dithered.  
 
    They reached the gap in their ascent, she couldn’t throw the injured Veterum to the other side otherwise she would risk further injury. She thought for a moment, trying to devise a way to get to the other side safely.  
 
    Without hesitation, Sean shouted, “I’ve got this,” and charged forwards.  
 
    As Taris screamed for him to stop, he leapt off from the ledge and soared through the air, his arms were outstretched as his heart came to complete rest. With a crash, he slammed into the face of the broken path and clamoured about for something to grab onto. Slowly, he slid from the ledge before he lashed his hand out and grabbed a small outcropping. After pulling himself up he motioned for Taris to pass Remulus over.  
 
    “I’m not sure about this,” argued Taris, “It doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “We ain’t got time for what’s right,” Sean moaned, “just throw the damn woman over!”  
 
    “On your head be it,” said Taris as she used her superior Ioution strength to throw Remulus across the gap. 
 
    He watched as her body contorted in unnatural ways, he made a mental note to never let her know about this moment – If they survived. With a firm grasp around her arm, he pulled her to safety. 
 
    “Alright, come on! We’ve gotta go!” Sean yelled. 
 
    One by one the rest of the team followed as they picked up their pace towards safety. The creature’s weight was so vast that it began to slip, pieces of the path it clung to fell away, falling onto its companion below. For just a brief moment there was a glimmer of hope amongst them that it would fall away, never to be seen again. But it pursued with what seemed like even more fury than before.  
 
    “Stop!” the Veterum man cried out, “let me grab something from my dwelling, it will be of use.”  
 
    The team protested angrily as the man disappeared into his makeshift room. The rhythmic, thumping ascent of the creature grew closer. Fez leant over the edge and popped off rounds hoping to push back the approaching monster, even for a moment. The man charged back out from his room clutching a box tightly to his chest smiling at the crew.  
 
    “We can leave now.”  
 
    With a collective shake of their heads, they pressed on.  
 
    As they came around the bend, a thin veil of light pierced through a fracture in the rock face. “There,” Sean shouted, “we’re here, come on, hurry.”  
 
    Zarid squeezed himself through the gap, and once through waved for the next to follow, to which Fez obliged. As he pushed himself through he stopped, a panicked look on his face as he tried to wiggle himself free. 
 
    “I’m stuck,” he said nonchalantly, “push me.”  
 
    “Fine,” huffed Sean as he stepped forward to assist, “but no more of Cestos’ pies when were home, alright?”  
 
    Sean was next and stepped up to the fissure poking his head through to get a feel for the space he passed through less than an hour before. He squeezed a leg into the gap as he started to push his body through the dark crack, the creature sounded close. He panicked, contorting his body to wiggle through. 
 
    With a heave, Taris pushed as hard as she could to get him through, but it was all for nothing as a single limb rose from the ledge and wrapped around his leg. It yanked him from near safety and dangled him high in the air. 
 
    “Sean!” Taris shouted as he was thrown around close to the cave’s ceiling.  
 
    She shouldered her weapon up and took aim at the being’s limb. Her heart slowed to a crawl as she took in a sharp intake of breath and looked down the weapon’s scope, tracking where she needed the perfect shot to sever the appendage.  
 
    There was no one she could pray to, she was isolated within her own consciousness to get it right, and with a bite of her lip she held down the trigger, building a stronger charge within the weapon’s capacitors.  
 
    Taris fired Sean screamed as he heard the clap of thunder but with the smell of burning flesh and the roar of an injured creature, he crashed down onto the path with a crunching thud.  
 
    “I hate this place,” he whispered to himself, rolling over to push himself up.  
 
    Charging up the winding track he forced himself through to the safety of the cave’s entrance. The others took the monster’s preoccupation with its missing limb as a sign that they should hurry, and within seconds the injured Remulus was passed through. 
 
    Taris turned with her weapon recharged and targeted the fissure they had come through. The blast caused the roof above them to crack and moan as stalagmites fell from their millennia-long holdings along with a billowing cloud of dust that rushed towards them.  
 
    She turned and ran towards the natural sunlight which bathed the entrance, the rocks crumbled and crashed behind her as she sprinted to safety. She wedged herself into the fissure as Sean grabbed her arm and began pulling her through in a fit of panic. With a final skin scraping effort, they both tumbled to the floor as a thick cloud of dust rushed out from the cave and dispersed into the air.  
 
    “Never… again…” she panted, laying on her back as she caught her breath.  
 
    “We still need to hurry,” Fez declared, “there will be a more extensive med kit in the shuttle.” 
 
    Remulus quietly groaned as they carried her back along the crash site. Her bleeding had gotten worse, it slowly trickled from the corner of her eyes and painted her face red. 
 
    The shuttle sensed their approach, lowering the accesses ramp and auto prepping the critical systems.  
 
    “Stay with her, Taris,” shouted Sean as he fiddled with the ship’s controls, “do whatever you can to cauterise those wounds… or something,” he pulled his medical expertise in part from his extensive knowledge of daytime television, he was never taught this when he was in the fleet.  
 
    “Ensure everything is stable and locked away,” said Fez as he heard the faint draw of power rushing through the walls, “we do not need people and objects bouncing around within a tight space such as this.”  
 
    Taris began to do what she could to stabilise Remulus as Sean focused on getting back to the Mar’Ell as soon as possible.  
 
    With his neural interface connected, he pushed the ship off the ground and pointed the nose vertically for an immediate atmospheric exit, he knew it would come with more danger, but it was the quickest way back into space and the quickest way to reactivate their cloak.  
 
    With a thought, they snapped away from their stationary location at immense speeds, travelling so fast that the grav plating had trouble compensating for a moment as they were all pushed down into their seats with the G-forces.  
 
    The dark blue skies soon faded into dark space and he regained complete control of the ship. With a single thought, he activated the cloaking system aboard, his view momentarily phased as the stealth field enveloped the ship, spluttering as it did as its automated repairs hadn’t fully been completed.  
 
    Remulus coughed as her eyes opened for a moment, they were blood red as she stared up at Taris with a distant look in her eyes. She gripped on tightly to the Ioution’s arm before she slumped back down and let out a single, long breath. 
 
    “Sean…” Taris shouted, “we need to get to the ship NOW.”  
 
    He looked back to see the worried looks on everyone’s faces, he pushed the speed past the ships safety limit, he wasn’t sure the cloak would last, but it was something that had to be done.  
 
    But he was right. As they increased their speed, the ship’s energy signature became harder to suppress. They weaved between the huge Xuron ships which floated in stationary orbit until an alarm began to ring out from his console.  
 
    “We’re being scanned,” shouted Sean as he flicked another countermeasure into operation, but it was no use, they had invoked the full ire of the Xuron fleet as every ship began to turn in unison.  
 
    Bringing up a radar display on his HUD, he watched as small signatures launched from the hangers of larger ships, they sped away from their parent vessels and came straight for them.  
 
    “Fighters!” he declared, panicked, “lots and lots and lots of fighters.”  
 
    He dropped all pretexts of their stealthy escape and deactivated their cloaking system, instead deciding to divert all available power to the shields and engines.  
 
    Bolts of plasma streaked past the window as he threw the ship from one side to the other sure that a single lucky hit could disable the ship. A list of armaments scrolled across his vision as he searched for a way to push them back, the missile bank caught his attention. 
 
    “Hold on!” he shouted, “things are about to get a bit crazy.” 
 
    “That makes a nice change,” Zarid grinned. 
 
    The top of the shuttle opened revealing a rising missile bank that swivelled in place to face their pursuers. He locked onto as many targets as was possible and opened fire.  
 
    A cloud of rockets burst from the battery, they raced through space like fireflies as they locked onto their targets. Scattering, the Xuron squadrons split apart to avoid the oncoming danger but not all were successful as they detonated into floating piles of organic matter.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Sean yelled, almost bouncing with excitement in his seat as he began to pull away from the disorganised fighters. 
 
    He pushed the ship to its limits, once they were back to the Mar’Ell they were safe, secure in the knowledge her shields would protect them. But undetected, a bolt of plasma the size of the shuttle slowly arced past and dissipated into the vacuum. The Xuron cruisers had fired on them, he knew they had no chance of hitting such a small target, but seeing the scale of the projectiles up close was an intimidating sight.  
 
    Suddenly, from nowhere, a violent vibration shook the rear of the ship. He wrestled with the controls for a moment as their propulsion systems flickered offline. They lost drive and were only able to maintain their current velocity. 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” Fez yelled as he rushed into the engineering bay.  
 
    A thick, black plume of smoke rushed out as he cracked open the door, shrieking damaged mechanical components warned of a terminal seizure. Sean watched as a single Xuron fighter kept pace, it hung behind them watching how they responded to its successful attack.  
 
    A moment of dread filled the cabin as Fez shut down the damaged drive and brought it back online.  
 
    “Mar’Ell command this is Sean Maguire, we have sustained damage to the ship and have wounded aboard, we request immediate assistance,” he barked over the comms as a sea of Xuron fighters approached.  
 
    He waited for a reply but none came, did the Xuron find them? He thought as he worriedly activated the local active scanners and swept the system for Ioution debris.  
 
    While his scanners did their job the radar was offline, a fact he couldn’t believe made it past engineers back on Desciea, the Ioution capital world. But, in the distance, six small, blinking dots raced towards them. Well, this is it, the Xuron have us boxed in he sighed inwardly.  
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief as six Ioution fighters accelerated past, almost blasting off his cockpit window. They opened fire on the Xuron horde turning the region of space in a blinding light show of dark greens and bright reds as they exchanged plasma fire.  
 
    In the distance, the Mar’Ell crested from behind the planet and stormed towards them at flank speed.  
 
    He weaved between the stray plasma fire as the main bulk of the Xuron fleet turned to face the incoming Mar’Ell, each firing bursts of heavy plasma. The massive bolts raced towards the large cruiser, her shields lit up in a bright blue honeycomb as the projectiles smashed into them.  
 
    With slight adjustments, he angled them towards the landing bay and let the computer take control. They were rocked violently as a fighter ripped some rounds across their hull, but the AI compensated and slowly brought them in for landing, passing through the protective exterior shielding with ease.  
 
    As they landed he noticed the hanger was bathed in red as alarms rang out across the vessel. With a punch of the door control, the sounds of the ship rushed in as a fighter came in with its nose raised and landed beside them.  
 
    “I’m going to the bridge,” shouted Fez, “I’ll meet you there, sort her out first.”  
 
    A pair of Ioution medics raced to the shuttle with a floating gurney, Taris placed the Veterum down expecting to never see her again. 
 
    They followed the trail of blood up the stairs. Zarid hung back, uncomfortable with the whole situation. Sean held Taris in his arms as she shook violently, in shock from everything that had happened. He pushed her head up with a single finger so she looked at him. He wiped away the stream of tears which trickled down her face and kissed her gently on the lips as they began mourning.  
 
    “Emergency slip commencing, all injured report to sickbay once we are secure,” came a gruff voice over the ship-wide comms. Then, with a jolt, they were thrown into the relative security of slip space… 
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AWAITING THE INEVITABLE 
 
      
 
    Sean and Taris found themselves sat shrouded by silence in the mess hall, watching as the crew fixed the light damage the Mar’Ell took escaping Chaon. They hadn’t said a word to each other since Remulus had been taken to the med bay, they were still none-the-wiser as to her condition, but they feared the worst.  
 
    Sean played with the stodgy bowl of porridge in front of him, he swirled the spoon about within the thick sludge and watched as it sloped back into the bowl as he held the spoon aloft. Taris sat with a thousand-yard stare in her eyes, he had gotten nothing more than grunts out of her as she fixated on the smooth bulkhead across the room.  
 
    Cestos waddled up and took the seat beside Sean, the Theran didn’t know what to say, so instead joined them in their silence as he devoured his meal. The noises the alien made bugged Sean, he slowly turned his head and watched as he wolfed down the thick blue soup without any concerns in the world.  
 
    Thoughts of what he overhead flashed back to him and made him sick to his stomach, how can everyone aboard not share our pain he wondered as his eyes turned to daggers. He kept his anger and emotions in check as he clenched his fists and turned back to Taris. 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    She turned to look at him, her eyes glistened with tears which slowly rolled down her cheeks. “I’m…” she muttered as her head dropped, “… bad.”  
 
    Sean put a comforting arm around the Ioution, he understood how she felt and wanted nothing more than to storm the med bay even for the briefest of updates. 
 
    “I’m not sure what the fuss is all about,” Cestos smiled, finishing his meal, “It’s not like anyone knew her more than a month ago.”  
 
    Taris leapt from her seat and lashed out with a flurry of blows onto the shocked chef. She pushed him to the floor and slammed her clenched fist down into his face over and over as she cried out in pain. Sean sat paralysed at seeing her like that until security rushed over and pulled her off.  
 
    “Don’t you dare speak about her like that!” she screamed as she flailed about, trying to free herself from the guards, “she’s a better person than you will ever be.” She kicked out at the cowering Cestos before being dragged away and put in restraints. 
 
    “I am taking her to the brig to cool off, come and see her in an hour,” one of the large, stocky guards barked at Sean before disappearing.  
 
    Sean looked around at the stunned crowd, everyone aboard the ship knew Taris as the fun-loving creature she was, so to see her so emotionally distraught was a captivating sight. With a single movement of the hand, he waved away the onlookers as he stood and helped the Theran to his four feet. The alien had a dark look on his face as he wiped away the blood which trickled from a small cut on his forehead.  
 
    “Well, that was unexpected!” Cestos held Sean’s glare, “was it something I said?”  
 
    “Don’t think I forgot what I heard you talking about,” he whispered, deciding to escalate the tension further, “and I would suspect your new friend, Taris, will be keeping a close eye on you.” 
 
    He wandered the hallways of the as he tried to come to terms with the potential loss of a friend. He knew war was a plane where Generals and politicians made their beds, twisting, contorting, and manipulating the souls of all those involved. To save the soul of one was to save the souls of many, but the loss of life was so often underplayed as ‘just another act of war’ that it almost became a caricature to him.  
 
    Thoughts of all the lives lost in the initial attack on Earth escaped his mind’s locked safe. Friends and colleagues alike perished at the hands of an unknown power at the time, but how far had they come in the months since it happened? Earth was embroiled in a tense situation where the population blamed the government for interfering in outsider’s business with the initial drone launch, and to jump from first contact to a galactic alliance against a single race was unnerving.  
 
    The ceiling to his quarters was oddly comforting as he laid back on his bed and let out a loud sigh of dejection. Their mission had been a success, they retrieved the weapon part, saved the Veterum man, and were on their way back to Caladrius, but the whole thing still didn’t sit right with him. With his eyes closed, he slipped off into a deep sleep, the only place he was safe from the pain which seemed to follow him at every step.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     The alarm beside his bed shrieked for his attention. With a thump, he shut it up and sat bolt upright. He had slept in his atmospheric suit and felt dirty, there wasn’t enough time for a quick shower so he raced out from his chambers and headed for the brig.  
 
    A blue, translucent shield buzzed across the cell from floor to ceiling and behind it he saw the tall silhouette of Taris wandering around inside her cage.  
 
    He pulled up a chair and nodded towards the nonchalant guard, with the flick of a switch the shield morphed to become transparent. She had the look of a trapped animal, he couldn’t help but smile, he knew she hated being inactive for too long, let alone trapped in a six by six cell.  
 
    “So,” he begun, stifling his laughter, “do you regret your actions?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she boomed as she walked towards the shielding, “that piece of shit deserved everything he got, he’s lucky I only had a spoon and not a knife.” A fire burned within her that soon evaporated his will to tease, instead, he motioned for the guard to disable the shielding. She stomped out and picked up her things. “I’ve had enough, I’m going to go see her NOW, the exclusions be damned.”  
 
    There was no way he could stop her when she was on a warpath, so instead, he tried to keep up with her as they trekked through the busy corridors.  
 
    “Where is she?” Taris roared as she stormed through the double doors to the med bay.  
 
    The sight that greeted them was one of horror. Remulus laid naked on a table, tubes snaked out from her as they pumped in various fluids from the myriad of machines which surrounded her. A large cut ran down her chest that exposed her internal organs, the doctor working on her looked up in disgust as the pair stood at the door, gobsmacked at the condition of their friend.  
 
    “Get out!” screamed the head physician off to their side, “this is not a viewing gallery! Your actions will be reported to the Captain.” He rushed over and ushered them outside but took the time to follow them and give an update on her condition. “Her condition is critical but stable,” he admitted, pressing a button on his neck so the shielding which covered his face deactivated. 
 
    “But will she live?” asked Sean. 
 
    “It is an answer I cannot give at this moment, Earthling,” he said, almost ashamed of himself.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “No,” the physician replied coldly, “It would be advisable for everyone to get some rest and leave us be, we have additional injured from the emergency slip so we are very busy.” 
 
    The prospect of losing a friend was overwhelming, so Taris headed back to their quarters but Sean decided that the bridge would be a better place for him to take his mind off the whole thing.  
 
    The mood wasn’t much better on the bridge as every officer worked with little to no sleep, heads bobbed forwards as they drifted off for a split second only to catch themselves. Fez was in the Captain’s chair, he flicked through a small, handheld terminal which displayed freshly taken images from Chaon. He looked over his shoulder and nodded towards Sean as he approached.  
 
    Sean watched the images flick past in silence as they inspected any potential changes to the Xuron fleet. Their long tendrils still sent a chill down his spine as he remembered the Arrakis and how just one of them wrapped around the ship and crushed it like a tin can.  
 
    “Update,” huffed Fez as he struggled for energy. 
 
    “Fifty-seven minutes until Caladrius, Sir,” replied Yumie who seemed to be suffering the most, his skin had turned clammy and pale, he swayed in his seat as he tried to keep his eyes open.  
 
    Sean had to wonder if it was the same person he had known before, he knew technically speaking it wasn’t, but this version of Yumie seemed distant, almost cold. He longed for when the days were simpler, the relative inactivity aboard the Terran fleet was a comforting thought, although one which no longer held true. One day he just wanted to up and leave everything, he had no real obligation to the Ioutions or the Terran, he could grab a small ship from one of the backwater planets they had visited and travel the stars with Taris.  
 
    He slid into his seat aboard the bridge and stared out the window, watching as the slip energy washed over it. I wonder how the press is back on Earth he chuckled to himself, I bet they’re going mad looking for me.  
 
    His slip into a burst of delusional laughter was gradual, it started off weak before eventually, it grew into an uncontrollable fit where tears streaked down his cheeks. The crew turned to stare at him as the strange Earthling held his stomach and wiped away the tears. 
 
    “Are you alright, Ambassador?” asked one of the closest officers. 
 
    “Am I alright he says?” Sean laughed rapturously as every muscle began to ache in his body, “am I alright?” he slowed, wiping away the final tear. “No, I don’t think I am,” he sighed. 
 
    For a moment, he sat there, his face covered by his hands and sobbed, he sobbed for the fallen, the incapable, but mostly he sobbed for himself.  
 
    He felt a sudden foreboding wash over him as he pictured his death at the hands of a Xuron, a creature that months ago his world had no idea existed. This was his new reality. The daily grind and worry if it would be his last, but with a sudden resolve, something clicked in his mind, a certain acceptance of the inevitable.  
 
    There was a choice he had to make, stay and fight to the end or return home, the public would see him as a coward, but that wasn’t how he felt, if they saw the horrors of the battlefield no sane person would want to stay.  
 
    Time passed slowly as he helped the ailing officers as much as he could, but the matter of Cestos had to be addressed. “Fez, about Cestos,” said Sean, “there’s something we gotta discuss.” 
 
    “There is,” replied the Captain, swivelling in his chair, “I heard about your altercation down in the mess hall, this cannot happen on a fleet vessel, Sean, you and I both know this.” 
 
    “Firstly,” he started, raising a finger, “I didn’t do a thing, secondly, that idiot deserved everything he got and thirdly,” he said controlling his rising anger “thirdly, that wasn’t what I came to talk to you about.” 
 
    Fez sat back in his chair. “What did you need to speak about, then?” 
 
    “Before we went down to Chaon, I heard him…” Sean was interrupted as the navigation officer informed them that they would be exiting to Caladrius within moments. 
 
    “Three… two… one… exiting.”  
 
    With a crash, the Mar’Ell slipped into the Caladrius system in a burst of bright, wasted energy that snaked away from their ingress point. The systems aboard took a moment to recalibrate before flashing back into life. 
 
    “Unexpected contacts!” came a cry from off to the side as Yumie snapped out of his sleepy state. 
 
    “Elaborate,” demanded Fez. 
 
    “Double checking my readings… confirmed. An Ioution armada is in orbit around Caladrius III, but they are not alone, a small contingent of Terran vessels are orbiting the planet, too.”  
 
    At the mention of Terrans, Sean bolted upright in his seat. 
 
    “Terrans?” he asked, “triple check those readings, what the hell are they doing out here?” Yumie took a moment, carefully scouring the computer’s readings before reconfirming the presence of four Terran vessels. “Well I’ll be damned,” he smiled excitedly, proud that his race had made it out this far. “But again, what the hell are they doing in Caladrius? I thought only we knew about this place.” 
 
    “Well, my reports do go to the Ioution High Council,” Fez reminded, “It is entirely possible they wanted to investigate the presence of a new technologically advanced species, it only makes sense.” 
 
    “No,” Sean sighed, “the Ioutions make sense, sorta, but why are the Humans here?”  
 
    Fez ignored the question. He brought up a display of the system on his terminal and zoomed into the Human ships. A box of known information scrolled down alongside the visual representation of the craft as they flicked through the different vessels. 
 
    “Two cruisers, one frigate and a small carrier,” Fez said, nodding his head in appreciation, “I do have to admit, your race is immensely resilient, Sean, only recently you had sustained massive losses. Look at you now.”  
 
    “Captain!” the comms officer interjected, “we have two separate incoming transmissions, one from the Ioution Admiral and another from a Captain within the Terran contingent, how should I proceed?”  
 
    Excitedly, Sean looked at the surprised Fez who instructed comms to answer the Human transmission first.  
 
    “That’s kind of you,” Sean said, patting the Captain on the shoulder, “letting me speak to my own race after spending months away from them, you do have a soft side.” 
 
    With a raised eyebrow Fez looked up. “I do not wish to speak with my superiors yet,” he replied, “I’ve not had time to compile a complete report.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Sean stood and watched as the holographic projector at the centre of the room flashed into life with a cool, blue beam. Block-by-block it built an image using the Terran’s archaic holographic information until eventually, the figure of a stocky, well-built man with shining silvery hair stood before them.  
 
    “Well, well, well, look who I’ve stumbled across,” the man said in a friendly tone, his image wavered and stuttered as he shifted from foot-to-foot. “I’m Captain Nathan Kelly of the TEF carrier Alexandria, I must say it’s an honour to finally meet the fabled Sean Maguire of Earth,” he teased.  
 
    “As it should be,” Sean smiled, crossing his arms. “That’s a nice ship you have there, Nathan, isn’t it a bit early in its lifecycle to bring it out this far, though?”  
 
    “She’s a ‘beaut, isn’t she?” he replied, avoiding the question, “the high command on Terranus is chomping at the bit to properly test her capabilities out, know of any good spots?” 
 
    “A few,” said Sean as he became suspicious of the Captain’s true intentions. “Tell me, and be straight, why are you here? Caladrius is hardly on the galactic road map of best spots you gotta see, so how did you find it?”  
 
    “Caladrius, eh?” Nathan smiled, writing down something on a notepad, “that’s what you call it? I like it, it sounds… old. The Veterum are an odd bunch, aren’t they? Parading their military about in desperate displays of force to a non-existent or uninterested enemy, it reminds me of Terranus in centuries past.”  
 
    “Stop avoiding the question, Captain Kelly, four Earth ships don’t just rock up to a well-hidden system that has evaded detection for millennia.”  
 
    Sensing that the fun had ended, Captain Kelly took a more serious stance as his brow furrowed. “You’re an important asset, Sean, and when you just up and disappeared, stories spread like wildfire of you defecting to the enemy, forlorn lovers on distant worlds, and my personal favourite, that your Ioution mate devoured you in a ritualistic ceremony of joining.” The way he said it, Ioution, there was a brief but distinguishable moment of disgust from the Captain that threw Sean off. “So, with your well-being in mind, we tracked your transmissions back home, and let me tell you when the higher up’s saw that you were ‘off the grid’ and so far outside normal space, they threw a fit, where were you exactly, may I ask?” 
 
    “Exploring,” replied Sean coldly. “But how did you find me, I never once gave away my location.” 
 
    “You underestimate us. Caladrius isn’t too far from Terranus, a short hop in the galactic scale of things, we thought we should come check it out after seeing the Mar’Ell was stationed here for a time. This whole situation is of your own creation, too, Sean. If you reported back to the command about your activities and your whereabouts, we wouldn’t have had to track you down. The discovery of Caladrius is the exact sort of thing we as a species need to know about, you’ve left us in the dark and left us with no other option.”  
 
     “Why so many ships? One cruiser, hell even a scout probe would have been enough, you don’t just roll out a carrier for no reason.” 
 
    Seemingly agitated at the constant questioning, the Captain massaged the top of his forehead for a moment before replying.  
 
    “We didn’t know what to expect, and quite frankly ambassador, as a civilian you have no right to know the military's or navy’s actions and what they signify. Either way, we got here and made contact, after a brief skirmish. They let us in on your little mission to, what was it, Chaon? Building relations with a new race and forming a potential alliance in the future should be your job, but seeing you run errands instead… I’m not sure what your use is.”  
 
    Sean clenched tightly to the top of Fez’s seat as he gritted his teeth, he would have enjoyed nothing more than to tear into the smug hologram in front of him.  
 
    “The Veterum seem interested in us,” the Captain continued, “If we could form an alliance separate from the Galactic community we could begin to control a small portion of the flow of trade and technology, you have to admit, it’s enticing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Captain,” sighed Sean, “you have your reasons for being here, and if you were as clued up about my mission as you think you are, then you’d know it was hardly a bed of roses.” Fez looked up at Sean wide-eyed, urging him not to give away too much. “We can talk later, over and out,” with a nod to the comms officer he cut the transmission. 
 
     Fez’s display blinked with a second incoming transmission, this time the Ioution fleet admiral looked for a formal debrief. The Captain stood and straightened his uniform before opening the commutation. A highly detailed holographic image, far more accurate than the Human projection, appeared above the holo-emitters. The female Ioution was dressed in a dark blue uniform decorated with lavish gold inlays and crystal campaign medals. 
 
    She looked battle worn and experienced, three scars were etched down the side of her face which, to Sean, looked as if she had been attacked by something rather than someone. Her light, purple skin and long, blonde hair reminded him so much of Taris as she stood stoically with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Captain Feghouli-Azer-Taren, I am Fleet Admiral Sha’mi-Assira-Dema of the Ioution fleet carrier Porion, I am happy to see that you are well,” she spoke softly.  
 
    Fez brought up the local scans once more and looked over the Ioution vessels in orbit. An entire battle group of thirteen had made the trip, a mixture of carriers, battlecruisers, and a single battleship sat in orbit around the third planet. 
 
    “Dema?” asked Fez, “your age does not show, Admiral, what generation are you currently?” 
 
    “Third,” she smiled taken aback by the compliment. 
 
    “Impressive,” Fez replied. Sean watched him with a curious eye. “What can I do for you, Sha’mi? I see you have an impressive fleet accompanying you, it may be overkill for the current situation, but the reinforcements are always welcome.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” the Admiral said, pulling down her jacket to straighten it. “We’ve received your reports, although curious in nature, they led us here.” Fez sat up straight and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I have not submitted a new report for a while,” he said, “the last one was regarding bringing the Veterum, Remulus, aboard, and asking for her to be given refugee status for the time being, Caladrius was only mentioned by name.”  
 
    With a confused look, the Admiral looked down at her pad, within seconds the terminal beside Fez began to beep. With a single command, he accessed the incoming file, a text log flashed into view and scrolled down the screen. Dates, times, and locations had been recorded along with a comprehensive log of the Mar’Ell’s actions taken and tasks they were currently engaged in.  
 
    “This is not mine,” Fez said, panicked, “I did not send any of these.” 
 
    “But they are digitally signed by your own personal console,” the Admiral replied, confused, “either these are yours and your mind has begun to degrade, or there is a security problem aboard your ship, both are equally problematic. I take it your new members have suitably reduced access across the cruiser?” 
 
    “Of course,” he took a moment to think about it, “I am not sure what’s going on, but I will get to the bottom of it, I’ll assign…” he was cut off as the hologram bathed in a pulsating red and her audio signal was filled with the sounds of blaring alarms. 
 
    “I’m afraid we have to cut this short, Feghouli, our advanced scanners have just detected a sizable Xuron fleet about to exit slip space, I hope you’re ready for a fight,” she grinned sadistically. 
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CONTACT 
 
      
 
    “Helm, bring the ship about,” ordered Fez. “Tactical, find me those Xuron.” 
 
    The Captain flicked through the ship’s systems to gauge their status, but the cruiser lacked the advanced technology of the Admiral’s carrier. Alarms across the Mar’Ell suddenly alerted them to the hostile signatures, though. 
 
    “Verified contacts!” shouted Yumie.  
 
    “Battle stations,” the unflustered Fez placed a calming hand on the navigator’s shoulder, “and kill those alarms.” 
 
    The outer edge of the system burst with energy from the forming slip tears. Space-time split apart as the brown, organic noses of Xuron ships slowly moved into the Veterum controlled system. 
 
    A vast armada sat in formation just out of weapon’s range. Their cephalopod limbs flailed about as if searching for contact. 
 
    “Wow…” Sean groaned as he looked down at Fez’s display, “how are we going to deal with that?”  
 
    While the Mar’Ell and her crew considered their options, the Admiral’s fleet had begun to move into position. To his surprise, the Terran ships seemed to burst into life. He watched as they, too, began their initial manoeuvres to get into some semblance of a battle line. Each fleet seemed to have the same idea, form a blockade around their carriers and protect them at all cost. 
 
    The point defences at the edge of the system opened fire on the Xuron flotilla. Tight beams of energy burst from their dual-cannons as they tried to tackle the ships before they advanced too far, but it was no use. Xuron armour and offensive technology had advanced far beyond the scope of the Veterum since their last engagement well over a thousand ago.  
 
    One by one the point defences were brought to their knees as the Veterum scrambled their ships into position to form a response. Their standing navy was vast and impressive, but if their first showing was anything to go by, the joint task force of Terrans and Ioutions couldn’t rely on them. 
 
    “This isn’t looking good,” said Sean. 
 
    Fez stared coldly at Sean before returning to his console. 
 
    Terran and Ioution forces attempted to join together and form a collective. The large, lumbering ships lumbered about one another in a display of a failed communication as Ioution ships quickly darted out the way of the steam-rolling Terran vessels. The Veterum, on the other hand, were well drilled and carried out their battle preparations immaculately as they moved into a staggered formation that resembled the sharp teeth of an animal.  
 
    Sean looked towards his Captain confused. “What’s the plan? Everyone is waiting, the fight is gonna pass us by if we do nothing.” 
 
    “I know,” the stalwart Captain replied, “set a course for the Ioution vessels, maximum speed, catch them up and we can join their ranks.” 
 
    “We have time,” Yumie replied, “they aren’t fully organised yet.”  
 
    Smaller, nimble Ioution craft zipped past them as they raced towards the front line. The Mar’Ell sacrificed her speed for distance when they fit three new long-range slip engines on the rear of the ship.  
 
    Admiral Sha’mi moved her Ioution flotilla into a pre-planned formation. The heavily armoured cruisers protected the front while the manoeuvrable and highly weaponised frigates sat close behind. They formed around the imposing carrier which sat centrally controlling the flow of the battle 
 
    A calm before the inevitable storm came as they began to catch up with the loose fleet ahead of them. Terran ships dropped off when they couldn’t keep pace with their inferior tech, but what they lacked in advancements they gained in courage and heart.  
 
    Sean sat at his console and watched his own races ships carefully. He couldn’t believe they were still flying with the state they were in, compared to the flowing Ioution design, the Terran vessels were rough as if they had left the dry-dock halfway through construction. But, to his surprise, they were the first ones to act.  
 
    Turret doors opened along the length of the Terran cruiser. A mixture of triple barrelled mass drivers and particle beam cannons turned in unison and locked onto the enemy. The side of the ship lit up as they released a fusillade of destructive firepower.  
 
    “Holy crap!” cried Sean as he felt adrenaline rush through his body, “did you see that!?”  
 
    “See what?” Fez asked, not even raising his head. 
 
    “Our ships just opened fire with a massive salvo from their heavy weapons.” 
 
    He rushed back to his seat and switched the viewfinder towards the enemy armada. Explosions suddenly tore out from the Xuron lines. The unguided projectiles from the mass drivers tore through their lines with ease leaving behind a sea of debris that drifted on clouds of a thin, green mist. With an inward cheer, his attention turned back to the Ioution front lines.  
 
    Space between the Ioution and Xuron fleets became engulfed in a bright, wide-spectrum of light as their rear lines opened fire. Beams of tightly packed energy pierced between the ships, slamming against the hull and shields of the opposing fleet. The honeycomb structure of the Ioution shields flashed brightly as they absorbed the incoming fire and dissipated it away harmlessly.  
 
    Every Ioution vessel concentrated their fire on a single target while the Xuron targeted every active ship, and they could afford to with over twice the numbers. But the Ioutions were the first to claim a scalp. 
 
    Their concentrated fire disappeared deep into one of the Terran inflicted puncture wounds. The sheer amount of energy exerted by all Ioution ships into a single space made the organic material glow a bright hot white as the molecular bonds which held the ship together began to break down. Within a matter of moments, their weapons tore deeper into the ship and without warning the Xuron vessel exploded outwards in a bright ball of flame sending a debris-filled shockwave into the void. 
 
    “Tactical, arm our missile banks and get them prepped to fire as soon as possible,” ordered Fez. 
 
    They sat outside of their effective weapons range, but the Mar’Ell was equipped with long-range missiles, more like old torpedoes back on Earth. Systems compensated as energy was drawn to fast charge the weapons capacitors as they prepared to engage. Their viewscreen was filled with the stunning view of the Veterum ships closing in on the battle. Their long blue ion tails snaked away from every ship leaving a trail through space. 
 
    “Fire!” Fez yelled as tactical locked into a firing solution. 
 
    A weak pressure wave rippled through the ship as they unleashed their ammunition in one violent salvo. They pushed away from the ship and momentarily floated in space, but they soon snapped to life and screamed towards the Xuron front line. Ioution missiles were smart and weaved between their own ships as they accelerated. The majority were harmless and detonated against their defences, but one ship took a beating and as their shielding depleted, the missiles burrowed deep into their armour and detonated once inside the ship. Destruction was immediate as the ship imploded into the vacuum leaving only glistening compounds in the starlight. 
 
    “Yes!” Sean yelled as he leapt out from his seat, “that’s what I’m talking about. How many is that now, three or four?” 
 
    “Three or four what?” came Taris’ voice as she stepped onto the bridge, “did I miss much?” 
 
    “Oh, not really,” he said, hiding his smile, “only the coolest moment of my entire life. These Terran ships, underpowered, outgunned, and outclassed joined in the fight regardless, and guess what?” 
 
    “What?” she replied nonchalantly. 
 
    “We totally kicked some ass,” he smiled as he held a hand up for a high-five, she looked at the hand and back to him. 
 
    “Cool…” she said as she took his seat and thumped her feet up onto the console, “we’re all going to die here, so I may as well be comfortable.”  
 
    Her words created an air of unease around the otherwise focused bridge crew. Sean gave her an angry look and decided it was better to just move on and ignore her.  
 
    He hung over Fez’s shoulder and watched the battle rage on over the long-range scanners. Xuron vessels were picked off one at a time, but they seemed to make little headway with the enemy’s sheer numerical advantage.  
 
    “Captain,” Yumie said, “we’ve lost a frigate to overwhelming plasma fire, its shields were torn apart in seconds, the bugs seem to now be concentrating their firepower.”  
 
    The Captain thumped the armrest of his seat. “How long until we are in weapons range?” he asked, “I want every forward battery armed and to open fire when within optimal distance.”  
 
    “I think we have another problem,” Yumie replied as he swivelled in his chair to face the Captain. “Scanners have detected a large swarm of Xuron fighters headed this way, Sha’mi’s carrier is in the process of responding.”  
 
    The long-range scanner was awash with minute signatures as a sea of Xuron fighters appeared in the distance moving through their forward lines, racing towards the Ioution ships. In response, Sha’mi unleashed her own dogs of war as the sky around the Ioution flotilla was slowly filled with the small, darted interceptors which launched out from the vast carrier.  
 
    Sean’s heart began to race when he noticed contacts beginning to appear around the Terran fleet. He brought up the viewfinder and zoomed in on their position. Instantly, a prideful grin spread across his face. Off the Alexandria’s bow were the Class-V Scimitar fighters he had worked on. One by one they were launched from the cruiser and assembled into defensive formations. 
 
    “There they are!” he yelled excitedly, “those are the fighters I was working on back on Earth just before you picked me up.”  
 
    The advanced fighters accelerated away from the towering carrier at a blistering pace and joined up with their Ioution compatriots and together they engaged the Xuron craft on the battlefield. 
 
    The small vessels pulled off tight turns and dipping manoeuvres as they came about and engaged their opponents. Xuron and Ioution vessels alike erupted into bright blue and green balls of fire as they destroyed one another. The Terran pilots, with their inferior numbers but more intensive training, took their opportunities well and made every shot count. 
 
    Equipped with plasma cannons, they spat out small rounds in lines parallel to their path of flight. Terran engineers seemed to have made an addition for the non-atmospheric version of the Scimitar, though and fitted an automated turret on their belly.  
 
    “What are those?” Taris asked as she perked up at the sight.  
 
    Two larger, more heavily armoured versions of the Scimitar craft powered from the Terran carrier. As soon as they were away from their mothership, a group of regular fighters broke from their dogfights and surrounded the pair. A bright blue conical flame erupted out from the rear of the ships as they navigated the narrow path through the buzzing swarm in front of them and accelerated hard. From their aerodynamic wings dropped four large missiles that burned brightly as they locked onto their targets. 
 
    “I’m not sure what the ships are, but I’d know those weapons anywhere, they’re Nightshades,” muttered Sean as he bit his lip, a sentiment he imagined Captain Nathan shared in seeing the new weapon in action for the first time. He could almost hear their signature squeal as they zipped across space.  
 
    Instantly they split from their shared trajectory’s and raced towards their own individual targets. The weapons officer on the bridge of the Mar’Ell kept a close eye on the new armaments, they expected little, but revelling in others failure seemed to be a shared pastime for them.  
 
    Sean held his breath as the missiles drew near, he didn’t know what to expect, but soon the tip of the warhead began to glow a bright blue.  
 
    Without slowing, the warheads pierced the Xuron’s outer shielding and dug into their hull. Their noses spooled into action and drilled into the thick, organic exterior. Wide-eyed, the entire bridge crew watched with fascination before an explosion ripped out from the Xuron lines. 
 
    From within, four ships were instantly vaporised with little effort. Sean looked towards Fez.  “Wow.” 
 
    “Wow indeed,” Fez nodded as he turned to a jubilant Sean, “once again I cannot fault your races ingenuity, I imagine the High Council would be interested in weapons technology.” 
 
    “Well I hope you lot have something worthwhile to offer us,” he smiled.  
 
    The white-hot glowing remains from the obliterated Xuron ships slowly tumbled away from their frontline. A return to base order was issued to the advanced nightshade scimitars as they made a reverse roll and made a dash for the carrier.  
 
    Their success had attracted attention, and a large swarm of Xuron fighters screamed towards the lightly guarded contingent as multiple plasma bolts chased the nimble craft. They darted from side-to-side as they skimmed between the sea of fire which was hurled at them. But it was no use. The super-heated gases tore a hole through one of the scimitar’s engines, the ship twisted off course and slammed into the side of another. The two fused together into a ball of hot slag that drifted away into the desolation of the void never to be seen again. 
 
    “No!” Sean yelled as switched screens to the Veterum response. 
 
    Their military tactics confused him, though. They moved slowly towards the edge of the battle, ships formed an almost perfect, vertical circle around a single vessel which stayed in the centre. On closer inspection, though, small detonations came from the hulls of the ships as they fired cables from their port side. One-by-one they each interconnected with those adjacent until they formed a networked web.  
 
    “What are they doing?” asked Sean.  
 
    The Veterum formation had been ignored as it steadily advanced on the Xuron fleet. The noses of the linked ships began to glow as energy pulsed across their surfaces. The lone, central vessel’s entire front section detached, it floated away from the small ship but remained tethered by a thick cable.  
 
    Then, in a blinding electrostatic surge, the vessels which encircled the lone ship each fired off the energy built within their hulls towards the pyramid-shaped device which held station in front of them. It began to burn brightly against the dark backdrop which now drew the aggressive attention of the Xuron fighters.  
 
    From a Veterum carrier spewed hundreds of small fighters. Their multi-coloured ion trails of blues and purples looked like the painting of a madman as they crisscrossed paths. They had incredible speed and easily intercepted the Xuron craft, holding them at bay as the luminosity of the tethered cone grew.  
 
    Instantly, the Veterum ships stopped pulsing their energy towards the device, it sat inactive for a moment as nothing happened. Sean held his breath in anticipation as he waited. But nothing came. 
 
    “What a let…” he was interrupted by a focused beam of pure energy that burst from the centre of the Veterum circle. 
 
    It impacted the closest Xuron ship and within a matter of seconds the vessel was gone, its atoms seemingly torn apart by the massive amount of force exerted upon them. The central Veterum ship angled its tethered device as it swept the destructive beam along the Xuron’s battle line. One by one the organic vessels were vaporised back to their base elements or left behind as nothing more than burning hot accumulations of flesh.  
 
    “Holy crap!” yelled Sean. 
 
    Through the stresses and rigours of the energy exertion, Veterum ships began to explode violently, falling within the ring they had formed. The once securely fixed tethers danced lazily in space as the remaining ships vented huge plumes of steam. Xuron craft got a moment of respite as the weapon deactivated as explosions ran along the hull of its parent vessel.  
 
    The bridge crew of the Mar’Ell were silent, their mouths wide with the power they had just witnessed.  
 
    “Mental,” Sean finally spoke up as he snapped out from his fixation, “I never imagined that when they formed up! Don’t get on their bad side I suppose.” 
 
    “It seems to be a highly unstable weapon,” Fez said, “they lost many ships in its use, losses I would presume the Veterum cannot afford with their limited scope of natural resources.” 
 
    “Ha!” Zarid cheered, “look, the cowards are leaving!”  
 
    Quickly, Xuron ships turned a tight one-eighty as slip space tears began to form for their immediate evacuation.  
 
    “Captain, should we pursue?” asked Yumie. 
 
    “No,” Fez replied after a second of thought, “we shall regroup with the fleet and decide our next action there, such an open and large-scale attack on another race is cause for concern.” 
 
    “Sir, incoming transmission from Admiral Sha’mi,” with a nod to the comms officer an image of the stalwart Admiral formed in front of them. 
 
    “Well, that was entertaining,” she smiled, “I have to say the Humans and these new Veterum showed off some… interesting weaponry. I am certain the High Council will want to open dialogue about their acquisition.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Fez said as he sat back. “Maybe we should meet on the surface and discuss details in private? There is a lot we could learn from Caladrius, Admiral.”  
 
    Sean and Taris looked at one another with the widest grin on their face as their Captain flirted with another as death still filled the air. 
 
    “Agreed,” she nodded with a barely hidden flirtatious smile. 
 
    Fez cut the transmission, coughed, and span his chair so he faced the strike team across the room. “What?” he asked as they burst into a fit of laughter. 
 
    “Nothing Captain,” laughed Sean as he and the others stepped off from the bridge, “nothing at all…” 
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AN UNEASY ALLIANCE 
 
      
 
    Dust from the battle over Caladrius had settled. Salvage ships were sent out to harvest and collect the remnants from the destroyed ships, the Ioutions used this salvage as a peek into current Xuron technology and a way to test their own new advances within the safety of Desciea. The crew aboard the Mar’Ell had been lucky, their ship went relatively unscathed leaving them with little to repair. 
 
    Everyone had been called to a general assembly on the surface. The Veterum wanted to exchange information and get to the bottom of how the enemy had discovered their location after years of solitude. Sean had a suspicion but didn’t speak up for fear of deteriorating the already frayed relations.  
 
    In truth, he looked forward to the whole thing being over with. For now, the regular squad, minus a recovering but unwell Remulus, gathered up in the hangar and awaited instructions from their Captain, who wasn’t to be found. 
 
    “Where is he?” asked Sean as he scuffed his feet along the polymer floor to create an obnoxious squeal, “he’s never late, should I go look for him?” 
 
    “It’s not worth it,” Taris replied. She had made the exterior of the shuttle her own resting place, sitting on one of the curved wings. Her legs swung through the humid air like metronomes as they waited. “He won’t be long.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Zarid spoke up, impatience lacing his voice. He leant up against a second shuttle with a knife in hand, he picked at the dirt under his long nails as Sean watched on with every muscle clenched as he imagined the careless Fre slicing his fingers off. “It’s gonna be pretentious, ‘ya know it is, the Veterum hold themselves like they’re some major player but are years behind even what we, the Fre, have...” 
 
    “You’re not too keen on them, then?” Sean asked, “they remind me a lot of the Ioutions – I find that most disturbing, Mr Maguire,” he said with a lowered voice as he impersonated Fez, “no offence, Tar.” 
 
    Without even a look she replied, “how could I be offended at such an awful impression? Anyway, he sounds much more like this – Helm, send those readings to my personal computer,” she began with the same impersonation, but Sean and Zarid froze up with wide eyes as Fez stood behind her with arms crossed. “I like to strut around like this and show off how well I’ve done…” she walked in a half-circle with her cleanest military strut before the Captain came into her view. “How nice to see…” she forgot to break out of her voice, much to the delight of the pair laughing behind her. “Ahem – How nice to see you Captain!” she said with an upbeat, innocent voice as she led him on with a wide smile. 
 
    “Yes, quite,” replied Fez in his usual serious tone which only exacerbated the snickering. “Remulus will be joining us, I just went to see her and she is adamant about going back to Caladrius against my better judgement.”  
 
    The good news lifted the crew, they knew she was on the mend but for her to be walking was a miracle.  
 
    Moments later the doors above split open and the fluorescent red skin of Remulus’ hand popped through as she held onto the frame. She stepped through with a device tucked under her arm that emitted a faint blue energy wave towards the floor to hold her up, a gravity crutch? Sean wondered a bit overkill. Taris rushed up the stairs and threw her arm around the unsteady Veterum. 
 
    “Thank you, Taris, I must say the doctor was probably right and I should have stayed in bed a smidge longer,” Remulus coughed as she took a step forward and grimaced.  
 
    “Smidge?” she smiled, “you’ve been around us too long, you’re picking up his dirty Earth lingo.” 
 
    “I like it, it’s a fun language, you can say anything and most natural speakers will understand.” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t think Sean’s the best representation of the language, compared to others of his race it sounds like he gets bored halfway through saying a word and just decides to leave out letters.” 
 
    “Pfft, I sound perfectly fine, your translator just needs to catch up,” Sean smiled mischievously. 
 
    “Right then, let’s get out of ‘ere,” Zarid clapped his hands together in anticipation. 
 
    “See? He sounds worse than I do.” 
 
    “What’cha talking ‘bout?” replied Zarid as the others walked passed nodding and smiling.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Gathered in a large atrium were the Terran Captain Nathan Kelly, the Ioution admiral Sha’Mi, and the Mar’Ell crew. The floor was made from a stone which resembled a light granite, the crystals within its structure glistened in the natural light that filtered through the open roof. Flags hung around the room, they signified the colonies of old, all but one had become tattered and frayed as they swayed in the light breeze. 
 
    Uninvited, Sean moved nonchalantly closer to the trio who were deep in discussion and overheard their conversation.  
 
    “…shade missiles, this is a technology the High Council wishes to see distributed amongst the community for future protection, I am amazed your scientists have devised a weapon in a few months that we have worked on for decades,” Sha’mi said as she grilled Nathan Kelly on the new Terran weapon the Nightshade missile. 
 
    “Humanity steps up when things need to get done, Admiral,” Nathan smiled as he pulled up a chair and offered it to the ageing Ioution, who kindly obliged. “We’re new here, we get it, the Terran race is an unknown entity to the other races of the cosmos, but we’re creative and driven. Xuron debris over Terranus helped us greatly as we devised a prototype weapon for testing, and if the High Council desires this technology then I imagine the President of the Empire would require something substantial in return.” 
 
    “Madness!” Sean cried out, “did the empire finally decide on who should take control?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nathan smiled, “it’s your old friend, Hagen.”  
 
    Sean stopped for a moment and took in what the Captain had just said, he remembered back to when he and Hagen fought together on Earth to halt the Xuron invasion. It had been a while since he had seen the former General, they had grown apart, each taking different directions in life, but his respect for the man was as strong as ever. 
 
    “Really? That’s an excellent choice, maybe he can get me a comfortable position on the council,” he nudged the Captain lightly in the side. 
 
    “Well, Captain, the missiles,” Sha’mi begun before being interrupted. 
 
    “No more on those, Admiral,” Nathan snapped as his temper flared, “the Ioutions have hardly done a thing for us since we joined, instead, we’re in the process of finishing that God damned refuelling station with little to no assistance – When you bring something to the table we will talk, there are no free meals here.”  
 
    Sha’mi shook with anger at the insolence of her Human counterpart, she began to raise a finger in response but the activating of weapons brought her to a halt. 
 
    The heavy doors to the hall slowly opened. A cohort of heavily armoured legionaries marched through, their thick, grey plating rattled as they moved and the tips of their Hasta sparked off with a ferocious purple energy. They stopped, came to attention, and faced the group.  
 
    It was a tense few moments as the collective of races looked around nervously, they waited for something, anything, to break the stalemate.  
 
    Faint footsteps and light chatter echoed along the hallway as Imperator Vespasian and his troupe walked through the door. They stopped and turned, the Imperator stepping forwards before speaking up. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you like this,” he said facetiously, “once we’re settled you will be allowed into the council chambers.”  
 
    With a flick of his long, flowing purple robe, he waltzed off into the meeting chamber. A flood of dignitaries dressed in thick red robes followed closely behind as their heavy shoes clattered against the cobble flooring. Within moments the fleshy wall of guards that blocked their way split in two as the soldiers formed a funnel and blocked off the exit door instead. Everyone stepped forwards and headed towards their meeting place.  
 
    It was the same room they were in on their first visit to the world. Sean slumped down and sighed, he knew exactly how this was going to go and dreaded every moment of it, but if he kept his mouth shut they would get out of it alive – Hopefully.  
 
    Taris sat beside him with Fez across the table with the other high ranking officials. He watched as small Veterum data pads were handed out to each member who was settled. Their screens were formed in a type of hardened resin with a thin electronic film that coated the outside, black dots raced across the ‘screen’ to form words as information was disseminated through the networked devices.  
 
    Curious, Sean stood and looked around the room, but there was no sign of the injured Remulus. Fez glanced up as Sean mouthed ‘Remulus’ to the Captain, he shrugged his shoulders and returned to his conversation with Sha’mi.  
 
    A robed official who stood behind the Imperator’s right shoulder raised a hand. “Please remain quiet for an address by the Imperator,” the man said sternly. 
 
    The ageing Veterum stood and wiped down his robe before speaking. “Firstly, I would like to extend our appreciation in the joint efforts of the Ioution and Terran alike in dealing with such a heinous act of aggression. I fear if it wasn’t for your bravery we would have been pushed back, it brought to light a severe deficiency in our technology.”  
 
    “It didn’t look that deficient to me,” Sean whispered as he leant over to Taris. 
 
    “But,” the Imperator said as his tone grew colder, Sean knew what was coming so braced himself. “I also feel that because of the Mar’Ell’s unsecured actions in returning to Caladrius, the Xuron had an easy time in following your trail back here.” 
 
    “That makes no sense!” Sha’mi barked and stood. 
 
    “Sit,” Vespasian ordered as two legionaries took a single step forwards. “It matters not what you think, it is fact, your high-velocity travel is archaic when compared to the Imperium’s jump drives, even we, an out-dated civilization by your standards, easily detected your signatures.” Admiral Sha’mi thought about replying but instead was pulled down by Fez who sat with a worried look on his face. “But it is all rather academic now, our presence has been exposed, so I expect your races to fully co-operate in coordinating our defences and providing assistance.”  
 
    “Of course,” Captain Kelly nodded, “the Terran Empire is fully behind your cause and we will provide any assistance we can. I have already signalled back home for additional ships, although we lack the numbers of the Ioutions, you’ll find me make up for it in loyalty and commitment.” 
 
    “Attributes we as a people respect,” Vespasian smiled without emotion, “but, let us get to the pressing matter of the Chaon mission - Guards.”  
 
    The Imperator snapped his fingers and through the heavy doors stepped the Veterum man they had rescued, but more importantly, so did Remulus. She was dressed head-to-toe in what looked like a state-of-the-art battle suit. Lightweight alloys were shaped into a suit of armour that reminded Sean of a medieval knight. She turned and smiled towards Taris as they watched on confused, she eventually took up position at the end of the table beside Vespasian.  
 
    “This is scientist Lucilis, a member of the team which designed the weapon and he has something to show us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucilis smiled. “Remulus, the device?”  
 
    She typed in a code on a small terminal which was inlaid into her bracer, raising a hidden compartment in the table top. Lucilis reached in and pulled out a fist-sized crystal. Everyone in the room sat forwards as it sparkled a deep mauve. He took hold of the gem and held it out in front of him, as he slowly pulled his hands away the quartz remained stationary and floated. Gasps rang out from around the room, but the scientist smiled and grabbed the object.  
 
    “Marvellous, isn’t it? It resonates at the perfect frequency for this planet’s gravitational field, so in essence, the air becomes a large swimming pool for the device to levitate in.” 
 
    “And well done to the men and women who risked their lives in obtaining it,” Vespasian said, “it would seem the crew of the Mar’Ell are occasionally competent.” 
 
    “So,” the Admiral began as she sat back in her chair and took a deep breath, “Is this the final piece of the weapon or not? To say you have been evasive would be an understatement.”  
 
    All eyes turned to Imperator Vespasian as he took whispered information from the scientist.  
 
    “A bit more complicated than a yes or no I assume?” Sha’mi said. 
 
    “Not especially,” Vespasian sighed. 
 
    “Then what?” Sean asked, “It can’t get much worse than Chaon, surely, we escaped a Xuron armada…” 
 
    “Sort of,” interjected Taris. 
 
    “- Escaped two flesh-eating monsters…” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “… and returned to Caladrius safely…” 
 
    “… ish…” she grinned. 
 
    “It was not the final piece,” Vespasian finally admitted, Fez rubbed his temple with both hands in a futile attempt at relieving his built-up stress. “I fear your mission to Chaon may have been futile, the final piece is rather more difficult to acquire.” 
 
    “Just say it,” Fez demanded with a certain dejection that coursed through his tired voice. 
 
    “… We think it may be located within the Xuron heartlands.” 
 
    “And there it is,” Sean laughed sarcastically. “The Xuron heartlands, how are we meant to even get close to there without being interdicted let alone destroyed.”  
 
    A silence washed over the room as each person contemplated the situation. The weapon was almost constructed and only needed its final piece, everyone sat at the table wanted the weapon to succeed but an expedition into core Xuron territory was almost suicidal.  
 
    Fez conferred with the Admiral and Captain beside him. Their faces were furrowed with scorn as they discussed the matter before eventually Nathan held his hands up, sat back, and crossed his arms like a defeated child.  
 
    “So,” Sha’mi spoke up, “we can expect this world to be heavily fortified both in orbit and on the surface, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Do you know any more about its location other than the system it is located?” 
 
    “It appears to be held within a large Xuron compound. The planet itself holds little militaristic value other than being a rich vein for their mining operations, but that has only developed within the last hundred years. So, when they discovered our crashed ship they guarded its secrets well against the other clans within the unity.” 
 
    “Clans?” Fez questioned, “I think your information may be a little outdated, they fly under a single banner now, one led by their high priest, although how strong their internal bonds are I am not certain.” 
 
    “That may be so, but the Xuron at heart are arranged into a caste-like clan system, it is how they were bred, after all,” the Imperator paused for a moment and looked around at everyone who sat along the table. 
 
    “There are still clans within the Xuron that do not fly under the priest’s banner, Feghouli, many, in fact, but the majority are weak,” Sha’mi said. 
 
    “Either way, I refuse to risk my crew once again,” Fez barked, “this isn’t a small rescue mission you’re asking of us, this is a full incursion into enemy territory.” 
 
    “And one they will see as retaliation,” Sean added. 
 
    “Precisely,” Fez nodded. “The Mar’Ell, even with its combat experienced crew, do not have any remote possibility of success.”  
 
    A muscular red skinned man leant over and whispered into Vespasian’s ear who nodded in intervals at whatever he said.  
 
    While they conferred, Sean took a moment to grab the clear crystal glass which sat in front of him and poured in a small amount of the thick brown liquid which sat in a tall, thin pitcher. A strong smell of cloves and sugar came from it as he put it up to his nose and took in a long whiff. The liquid moved like treacle as he tried to pour it out into his mouth. It was more akin to chewing gum than a refreshing drink he learnt as it stuck between his teeth as he tried to swish it about.  
 
    Remulus watched on from the end of the table with a hand over her face in embarrassment for the Human. She walked over and without saying a word flicked a small switch on the bottom edge of the glass. The sludge instantly melted into a smooth, whiskey-like liquid that was more appealing to his taste buds.  
 
    After a while, the large man retreated to the rear of the room and faded back into the shadows as the Imperator spoke up. “You will not be alone,” he declared, “we have decided to aid you in this endeavour and provide ground support for your assault. We will also send a substantial portion of our armada to assist in any way they can.”  
 
    Fez looked firstly to Sha’mi, who after a moment of thought nodded, then he turned to Nathan whose face was pale and his eyes bloodshot. But after a moment of contemplation, he turned and nodded to the Ioution Captain then headed straight for the brown liquid beside him and swallowed it in a single gulp.  
 
    “Then it is decided,” Fez stood and addressed the table, “I feel as if today is the first day in a long and prosperous alliance for us all, may we laugh together and fight as one.” 
 
    Sean shook his head at his Captain’s track record of abysmal speeches, and this was no different, but he chose to raise a glass and smile. The negotiating was far from done, but, for now, they could rest easy in the fact that their new allies were there to help, whatever their final goal and intentions were… 
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A SUDDEN FOREBODING 
 
      
 
    The Mar’Ell crew woke the next morning on Caladrius. Imperator Vespasian had offered the team the use of a disused Veterum barracks in one of the many military bases around the shuttle port. There wasn’t much in the barren room, a table, a single chair, a locker, but he appreciated the Veterum army gave each soldier their own, albeit small, personal space.  
 
    Deciding to join the others he found the rest of the crew’s rooms empty. Curious and a little perturbed, he headed outside. Shielding his eyes from the intense sunlight he watched as the heavily armoured troops formed up in front of an imposing female officer. 
 
    Under her command, the large band of legionaries snapped to attention, turned in unison and jabbed the bottom of their Hasta’s onto the floor activating the crystalline tips into a glowing blue crackling energy weapon. From behind the compound, an angularly shaped shuttle rose noisily above the walls. It hovered in place before tipping smoothly into a vertical alignment. The engine note increased until the air around it distorted before it accelerated hard into the cloudless sky. Sean’s jaw dropped when he noticed the entire sky was full of ships, each left their own long blue trail as they raced towards their respective parent ship in orbit.  
 
    “Wow…” he spoke to himself, “there have to be hundreds.” 
 
    “Spectacular isn’t it,” Remulus said breaking his reverie. With a click of a button on her armour, her entire face mask split into plates and snapped up into the inside of her helmet.  
 
    “Spectacular is an understatement.”  
 
    More shuttles lifted from the ground, pivoted, and screeched towards space as the pair watched on. The Veterum’s military might impressed yet concerned him at the same time 
 
    Taris joined them as they went in search of the others. They found Zarid sitting on top of a large wooden crate regaling a small band of nervous Veterum soldiers with questionable stories of his heroism. Listening on gave a fanciful and expressive insight into the Fre’s past. Sean raised an eyebrow as he told a story of how he saved a band of stranded travellers by destroying ten ferocious swap lizards that had surrounded the helpless victims. Once he noticed the trio standing off to the side, he wrapped up his heroic fable as the soldiers looked on in awe. 
 
    “Nothing like a good war story, huh?”  
 
    Fez appeared from one of the many buildings on site and gave the assembled team a confused look. “What are you doing here? You were meant to be at the meeting point twenty minutes ago.”  
 
    With a wave of his hand, the Captain led the way through the complex to the staging post. The air rippled with the heat produced by the idling thrusters of the fleet shuttles. A hulking Terran shuttle caught Sean’s attention. Its large wingspan, boxy exterior, and unfinished metallic look made him cringe in embarrassment compared to the advanced aerodynamics of the Ioution ships, even the Veterum vessels had a touch more finesse. Out from a hatch appeared a stressed Nathan who descended the small ladder.  
 
    “Sean,” he said as he held out a hand, “good to see you again, I assume you’ll be leaving soon?” 
 
    “Probably, we’ve got prep to get done.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome aboard the Alexandria, you know that, right?” Sean was stopped in his tracks by the offer. 
 
    “Not right now, cheers though, Captain, maybe in a few years, huh?” Nathan nodded and continued to work on the exposed wires which hung from a dropped panel.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to get situated within their own shuttle. Sean slid down and strapped himself into the pilot’s chair. Fiddling with the array of controls on the console, the ship rumbled to life. He watched out the viewport as Veterum soldiers stopped and stared at the remarkable Ioution engineering.  
 
    With a clang, the shuttle was sealed and pressurised. Pushing the two pulsating blue balls that extruded out from the console, the ship lifted off the pad effortlessly. Guiding the ship around, he pointed it towards the sky and began to build speed. 
 
    Everyone aboard was pushed back into their seats as plasma wrapped around the hull the minute they began penetrating the upper atmosphere. They powered through an unseen line in the atmosphere as the vista turned a deep, never-ending black. 
 
    “You’re going to kill us one day, you know that, right?” Taris groaned. 
 
    Sean couldn’t reply, he was stunned by the build-up above the planet’s atmosphere. Long, winding blue streaks were painted against the dark canvas of space like brush strokes as groups of fighters sped across the void. The full scale of the Veterum armada was apparent now it was assembled in full force – And it was impressive. 
 
    In the distance, three massive bursts of blinding white light snaked away from individual ingress points. Out of them appeared three brand-new Terran vessels. Slowly, they built up speed and moved to join the others which sat in a holding pattern away from Caladrius. 
 
    “This is incredible,” said Sean, his body tingling at the military build-up, “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    He skirted between the large Veterum ships and weaved through a line of shuttles before spotting the Mar’Ell. A proximity warning flashed up on his console, but before he could react, two Terran Scimitar fighters pulled up alongside the cockpit.  
 
    He craned his neck over the console and looked out the window to see the pilot gently banking his pitch from left to right. With a wave, the pilot gave a thumbs up before bursting away in a bright blue flame that lit their massive rear thrusters.  
 
    A single thought on the neural interface instructed the ship to commence its auto-docking procedures. They banked smoothly to their right as they aligned with the projected holographic blinking runway lights. Touching down a docking bot guided them to the side of the hanger where they shut down. The sight that greeted him was not what he expected.  
 
    A Veterum shuttle sat next to them. Its rear ramp was open and soldiers poured out from within the cramped space to form up into ranks. Boxes of supplies were rolled out and stacked onto a floating cargo trolley that adjusted after each additional weight. The shields behind them buzzed as a second shuttle lifted its nose, extended its landing gears, and landed smoothly. Once again, its rear hatch snapped to reveal a squad of Veterum legionaries.  
 
    “How the hell are we gonna accommodate all these people, Fez?” Sean gesticulated.  
 
    A large articulated arm extended out from the ceiling, its three-pronged claw magnetically clamped around their shuttle with a dull thud. Effortlessly, it lifted the vessel towards a hatch which opened into the belly of the ship. And within moments it was gone, their ship was stored away for another time as the landing pad was cleared for additional incomings. 
 
    “We have plans,” Fez said as he turned and walked towards the exit, “I recommend taking a little downtime, preparations will last for a few more hours yet, if not a day.”  
 
    With this news, Fez disappeared to the bridge but the rest of the crew decided that the canteen was a good idea. The route there was packed from wall to wall with a constant flow of Veterum and Ioutions alike. 
 
    Sean felt relieved as they stumbled into the mess hall. “Right,” he said, leaning against a wall as he caught his breath, “let’s get some grub, I’m starving.”  
 
    As he turned, the doors to the canteen split open. The team stood and looked on as scores of Veterum soldiers neatly arranged their makeshift beds into rows, replacing the dining benches which were being stacked in a corner.  
 
    “I… What?” He stepped in and saw that nothing was cooking, the droids were shoved into their respective alcoves while the place was used as a barracks. “Where’s the food!” Sean growled as he weaved between the tightly packed beds, “I need my food!” 
 
    “Looks like we’re digging into our supply of cereals and old bananas,” Taris’ eyes sparkled at the thought.  
 
    With a scowl on his face, Sean stormed away to check the other decks. He rushed through the ship to engineering, the storage bays, even the brig, all were packed to the brim with makeshift accommodation for the Veterum presence. With a huff and a defeated sigh, he made his way to the bridge, the one bastion he knew would be his safe space.  
 
    Fez stood alone, flicking through a thick clipboard of paper notes, something that seemed remarkably out of place aboard such a high-tech cruiser. The loud chatter from within the ship was cut off as the bridge doors sealed shut, leaving nothing but the serene hum which came from the powered banks of computers.  
 
    Smiling, he rushed over towards Taris and lumped himself down into her lap. “Crowded, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I… can’t… breathe,” she gasped. 
 
    “I mean, how can they just come aboard, take all the space and expect us to be happy with it?” 
 
    “Get… off…” she said as she pushed him away with both hands and vacuumed up the air around her, “stay off the carbs,” she wheezed.  
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, he spun around an adjacent chair and sat down. Fez mumbled to himself as he thumbed through the large stack of documents. The Captain didn’t move, he stood with his back perfectly straight as he huffed and frowned at whatever he saw. Curious, Sean couldn’t help himself but to go and see what was going on. 
 
    “So, Captain, what’s got you in a mood?” 
 
    Fez jabbed a finger onto the papers and looked down at the inquisitive Human. “Nothing,” he said, rubbing his forehead with a free hand. “These are the personnel reports for every Veterum aboard the ship, something Sha’mi smartly requested before we allowed vast swaths of armed aliens aboard fleet vessels.” 
 
    “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” Fez replied as he flicked through the wad of paper, “take a look at this.”  
 
    The document the Captain pulled out showed the face of an older man, his hair was thinning and his rusty red face was scarred and wrinkled. Sean read through the man’s history, apart from a few minor misdemeanours he couldn’t find anything special. 
 
    “So, what am I looking for?” he asked as he handed back the sheet. 
 
    “Here,” Fez pointed to the man’s rank – Praetorian. Sean looked for a moment before shrugging his shoulders. Angered, the Captain dug through the large stack once more and pulled out a second sheet. “This shows their ranks within the military, you will see near the top…” 
 
    “Praetorian…” Sean trailed off. “So, what is he doing aboard? Shouldn’t he be on a Veterum ship with the other high-ranking officers?”  
 
    “It is something we are paying attention to, as well as the vast numbers aboard, I cannot say I feel completely safe on my own vessel.”  
 
    “What about Cestos?” Sean asked, unsure whether it was worth bringing it up or not, “I haven’t seen him since I’ve been back, and the canteen has apparently been requisitioned, so other than his room I’m not sure where he could be.” 
 
    “He won’t be a problem,” Fez said as he sat back into his chair, “his outbound messages have all been cleared before being sent and nothing suspicious has come up, so it is possible it was a non-issue.” After a brief thought, he accepted the answer and forgot all about it. “Do not waste your time waiting around here, preparations are underway but it will be twenty-four hours at least until we leave, go get some rest and we will call you when it is time.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ambassador Sean Maguire to the bridge,” came the call.  
 
    Walking the busy hallways gave him an odd sense of sudden foreboding, it’s happening he thought as his heart raced with excitement and fear, we’re taking the fight to them, at last.  
 
    Stepping onto the bridge a charged feeling of nervous adrenaline swept the busy room. Stressed engineers made quick repairs as technicians moved across consoles inputting new data and preparing for slip drive. He approached Fez who was examining a digital map of their destination in the Xuron quadrant.  
 
    “So, what’s up?” he asked, startling Fez. 
 
    “We have acquired some new information,” he replied, “forward scouting missions to the system revealed some… additional threats that may be of interest to us.” 
 
    “… Such as?” 
 
    “A hive ship,” Fez stopped and looked at Sean.  
 
    The Human’s eyes widened at the mere prospect of enacting some form of revenge for what they had done to him previously. 
 
    “Is it the same one?” he asked cautiously, not wanting to appear too eager.  
 
    “We do not think so.” Sean was deflated at the news. “Its design is different, it is more spherical than the one we previously encountered.” 
 
    Sean nodded his mind elsewhere. “How long until we get going?  
 
    “Soon, so take a seat and strap in.”  
 
    “Bridge to all crew aboard the Mar’Ell,” Fez announced over the comms, “we will be entering slip space within the next five minutes, please ensure all stations are prepared and you are ready for immediate engagement upon our exit.”  
 
    Sean closed his eyes, leant back, and listened to the power that began to surge through the hull. It was as if the ship had its own heartbeat once the oscillating hum began.  
 
    The movement around him made no difference to his relative serenity, within a few hours they would either slip out to certain death or find themselves face-to-face with an enemy ready to tear him limb from limb.  
 
    His eyes grew heavy as he felt the space around him begin to bend and contort as the ship played with physics he didn’t understand. The darkness that occupied his vision turned a faint blue as the ship slammed into slip space.  
 
    What came next no one knew, but they did know it wasn’t going to be easy and many wouldn’t be coming home. Was their objective worth the lives of so many? Sean wasn’t so sure, but the unknown end awaited them. 
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THE END OF AN ERA 
 
      
 
    Sean bit his lip as he watched the overhead clock countdown the final minutes. He stood with his arms crossed and impatiently tapped his boot on the base of his terminal. His nerves were obvious to anyone who looked. With a final instruction from Yumie, he sat down and strapped in as the clock ticked ever closer to zero. 
 
    Finally, in a snap of action that rocked him in his seat, the Mar’Ell crashed out from the safety of sub-space. They arrived late, their newer, long distance drives restricting their speed. The Veterum and Ioution were already engaged with the vast Xuron armada above the unnamed world. The distant sky was lit up with the blinding colours of the weapons fire which blasted out from the ships.  His terminal flashed online and displayed the ships in orbit.  
 
    “Wow…” he muttered to himself as he saw the vast numbers within the system.  
 
    Again, they were outnumbered and outgunned, but today wasn’t about winning a victory in orbit, it was about getting to the surface and recovering the final weapon piece.  
 
    With a sharp intake of breath, he stopped – there it was, behind the Xuron lines, an immense sphere that moved slowly as it rotated on its own axis. It dwarfed anything else on the battlefield and blocked out the light from the lone star as the Mar’Ell came about.  
 
    “It’s the size of a city,” Sean exclaimed, “how the hell are we going to make a dent?” 
 
    Fez turned in his seat. “It is not our primary concern, remember? We are here to secure…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know…” he trailed off as he zoomed into the massive structure. “It’s a shame, though.”  
 
    A general alert rang out around the ship. Emergency lighting came online as every surface was bathed in red. The ship came alive with energy as the shields and weapons came online. In the distance was a large, green explosion, a Xuron destroyer now littered the battlefield with its crushed debris.  
 
    “Forward weapons are ready, Captain,” came a call that broke the silent tension. 
 
    “Bring us about and set a course to avoid any unnecessary engagements, winning up here is not our concern.”  
 
    “Sir! Increased energy readings coming from the hive ship,” cried Yumie.  
 
    They watched as the huge structure was illuminated by the hundreds of batteries that fired thin orange beams of dense plasma towards the Veterum ships. 
 
    “What? Hive ships have never been armed before,” Sean said surprised, “this isn’t gonna end well, Fez…” With nothing more than a quick glance up at him, Fez patched himself through the comms system to Sha’mi. 
 
    “Captain Feghouli,” she smiled as smoke erupted from a console behind her, “so nice of you to arrive.” 
 
    “I apologise,” he said seriously, in no mood for playful banter, “we are going to avoid much of the fight and head for the planet, stay safe,” and without giving her time to reply he cut the transmission.  
 
    As Sean was about to speak their ship was hit with a column of plasma that had immense concussive force, pushing the Mar’Ell on its axis. Suddenly, Sean was thrown to the floor. With a deafening crunch, he slammed his head against the metal railings of the console.  
 
    His vision blurred, but he could still make out a dark figure standing over him. The world around him appeared distant and blurred. Only a sharp pain in his cheek brought him rushing back to reality.  
 
    “Sean, Sean!” shouted a female voice – Taris’ voice.  
 
    He shook his head and latched onto the held-out hand as she pulled him to his feet. Two Ioution officers laid face up in front of him, a viscous blue blood ran from jagged wounds on their heads and pooled into their eye sockets. 
 
    “Are they ok?” Sean asked, rubbing his eyes, “… I need to sit down.”  
 
    The bridge was in a bad way. Consoles flashed and sputtered as they struggled for power. Officers were either coming around from their dazed state or helping the wounded. Fez’s looked worried as he scrolled through the initial damage reports.  
 
    “How bad is it?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Keep focussed,” he eventually replied, avoiding the question.  
 
    The Captain got up and rushed to the front of the ship, he pushed the unconscious – or dead – woman from her seat and started to input commands. A sudden shift in their trajectory pushed the ship’s aft out violently, rocking everyone on board.  
 
    “What are you doing!? Taris shouted.  
 
    The Captain ignored her, instead he diverted power to the aft shields as they raced towards the planet. Another blast rocked them without warning, but with the increased energy feeding the shields there was only a minor jolt on board. 
 
    She grabbed Sean’s hand. Her eyes widened as the barren, rocky planet grew larger on their display. “Shouldn’t we head for the shuttles?” she asked, her hands trembled with fear as she tried to hide her true emotions.  
 
    Fez motioned for them to follow. They raced through the empty hallways and headed towards the shuttle bay. More weapons fire slammed into their shields causing critical systems on the ship to switch to backups.  
 
    The hallways were dark apart from a faint pulsing red that washed over the usual white polymer panels. The struggling alarm coughed and spluttered as it cut in and out. Sean stumbled, grabbing onto Taris as a huge blast rocked the ship. 
 
    With a fist into a control panel, the doors to the shuttle bay split open and receded into the walls. Below, Veterum soldiers marched across the wide, open space towards their designated craft, following orders from the ornately adorned Praetorian. He wore bulky black armour with imagery of a bird painted in red on its chest. Gold was inlaid into every seam as a blue energy moved throughout the suit in small, flowing channels. He looked up to the team stood on the gangway and signalled for them to come down. 
 
    “Captain Feghouli of the Mar’Ell, I am Praetorian Kaeso Postumius and I will be leading the invasion of the surface, I hope that will not disrupt your own plans.” 
 
    “Carry on,” Fez said without hesitation, “I recommend getting all your people off the ship as quickly as possible.”  
 
    The Praetorian pointed towards a shuttle for them to board. A mixture of differently armoured and equipped Veterum funnelled into the deceptively large vessel. Sean watched as Fez, Taris, and Zarid boarded the ship. But, as he stepped up the ramp, an out-of-breath Remulus burst through the doors above and charged down the stairs. 
 
    “Room for one more?” she asked with a wry smile.  
 
    The thin hand restraint he held onto provided little solace as the ship’s rear sealed shut and a surge of energy erupted beneath their feet. Violent vibrations rocked everyone where they stood, and out the small, square windows which were punched into the hull of the ship he saw the inside of the shuttle bay disappear and transform into nothing but the dark, empty canvas of space.  
 
    Shuttles blasted out from every Ioution and Veterum vessel, the blue streaks from the ships weaved about as a glow stick would in the dark. In the distance, space began to tear and distort as bright, white light burst out from nowhere. Snapping out from subspace came a small armada of Terran vessels. 
 
    “They’re here,” Sean smiled to himself.  
 
    They wasted little time in advancing on the Xuron craft as flames billowed out from their engines. Their hulls were lit up with the muzzle flashes from the huge railguns which rotated and opened fire on the slow-moving enemy. 
 
    A flash of green erupted from behind them as the Terran vessels concentrated their firepower upon the single heavy ship which assaulted the Mar’Ell. A thick gas lingered in space as chunks of the former Xuron ship ricocheted off the Ioution’s rear shields. 
 
    They screamed towards the planet’s atmosphere. Shuttles lined up beside them as they hit its thin outer layer. Flames licked their hull as the ship rocked from side to side. Sean closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, bumping into those beside him, the Veterum remained resolute, however, and didn’t pay attention to the squirming Human. Blind fire from Xuron cruisers screeched past, the glowing long tails of plasma dissipating as they thumped into the upper atmosphere.  
 
    “I hate this,” Taris complained, her voice wobbling from the violent vibrations. 
 
    “What!?” said Zarid, surprised, “this is great!”  
 
    A bright orange explosion thundered outward behind them. “What the hell was that?” Sean shouted, it was only when he saw the torn debris from one of the Veterum landers spiral past the portside window that it sunk in.  
 
    Defensive fire streaked up from the surface past their shuttle and smashed into another. It jolted up into the air as its underside armour was torn away. Once exposed there was no hope for everyone aboard. The ship shook violently; its bow tore backwards as the metals contorted under the stresses of entry. It didn't take long for there to be anything more to remember the crew by then a thin dust which scattered out into the winds.  
 
    Shuttle after shuttle was destroyed by the anti-air emplacements on the ground. They were thrown about as the pilot veered unexpectedly from left-to-right to avoid incoming fire. The rigours of entry began to calm, though, and Sean let out a soothing breath as he looked out over the planet. It was desolate, barren. Its surface was a muddy brown, large hills and mountains arced up into the cloudless sky, their tips covered in a deep, blue ice.  
 
    They accelerated low over the barren surface until in the distance their target appeared. large defensive towers stood tall over a thick wall that squared off around the tightly packed buildings within.  
 
    They veered aggressively to the right and ducked behind the crest of a large hill for cover. Eventually, the shuttle came to a stop and hovered in place for a moment before gently lowering down to the ground. With a thud that rocked his bones, they touched down on the dense surface.  
 
    Sean let go of his hand restraint and doubled over as he caught his breath. But, with no time for respite, a snap rattled the ship as the rear of the shuttle opened. The atmosphere within hissed out in a white fog before dispersing.  
 
    Veterum soldiers slowly barged past him. Vicious forces shook the craft as other landers circled above and came in to land beside them. With a quick glance over to a worried Taris, he stepped from the shuttle. 
 
    A scorching heat instantly beat down upon them from the large red sun that seemed too close. The atmosphere felt dense and heavy like trying to breathe through hot steam. A fine orange dust kicked up from the floor as the downward thrusters on the shuttles slowed their descent.  
 
    “This place sucks,” Zarid said as he cleared his throat and spat on the floor, “the dust is blocking my sinuses.”  
 
    “Focus on the mission,” Fez barked, “we did not come here for a holiday, if you are going to be a liability then stay behind.”  
 
    Sean looked at the Captain with a raised eyebrow, was it the heat or the pressure that was getting to him? He wasn’t sure, but Fez was rarely so flustered.  
 
    The team stood to the side as the Veterum soldiers formed up into neat banks that stretched the entire base of the hill, at least one-hundred men and women long by five ranks deep, and that was a single legion.  
 
    Loud humming tractor beams from the larger cargo vessels, whose thrusters had turned to the vertical, deposited several pieces of heavy armour. Angular grav-tanks with two long gun barrels each side of a rotating turret settled three feet above the floor. 
 
    Praetorian Kaeso strolled along the battle lines with his hands cupped behind his back. He inspected the infantry which had formed themselves into five legions two-thousand-five-hundred strong. He stood halfway up the hill and addressed the soldiers below him.  
 
    “Today we fight for the future of our race, we fight for the rebirth of our race, this is our renaissance, this will be the crowning glory of our once noble and proud empire. Fight with conviction. Fight with passion. But most of all, fight for honour and victory.” The gathered crowd remained silent and stalwart, Sean leant into Fez. 
 
    “He’s much better than you,” he smiled. 
 
    “Shut up,” Fez lashed out.  
 
    The crew grabbed their gear, flung it over their shoulders and embedded themselves into the rear of one of the legions. The Veterum were like machines, they stood deathly still with their long hasta pierced into the ground. Kaeso pulled out a long, bladed weapon, knelt and held it up to the sky. After a moment, he stood and pointed it towards the top of the hill.  
 
    And the army began its march.  
 
    Soldiers walked in unison. Every footstep was like a clap of thunder as they assaulted the hill. Every fourth step was met with a guttural roar by the intimidating force. The Praetorian walked out in front, leading the legions up the gentle incline. Sean’s fingers twitched around the trigger of his weapon as he became increasingly nervous. The energy that flowed from the soldiers battered every sense he had. To his left and right was an endless sea of bodies, all stone-faced with their spear weapons held closely to their chest.  
 
    Their advance came to a halt as Kaeso raised his weapon. Alone, the Praetorian made the final few steps to the top of the hill and stood without fear. Sean panted in the heat like a dog, he hadn’t worn much armour but even the lightest Ioution protection insulated heat a bit too well.  
 
    Without warning, four incoming shells exploded around the steadfast officer. He turned slowly, raising the sword above his head in defiance and returned to the stoic troops.  
 
    “Their towers contain heavy weaponry we must be wary of,” his eyes lingered on the untested crew, “their walls are fragile, this used to be one of our own facilities so expect familiar layouts – We advance on my order.”  
 
    Sean ducked as deafening sonic booms rippled from the sky. He looked up to see four Ioution fighters dive at incredible speeds. 
 
    In the distance, he heard the unmistakable crackle of plasma fire as they assaulted the compound. Pillars of smoke climbed lazily above the hill’s crest as they spiralled high into the air before turning for another attack. Anti-air fire lashed across the sky towards the loose formation of the ships but the lead fighter saw it too late. It’s rear tore off in a boiling flame as the forward section tumbled out of control before detonating in mid-air.  
 
    “Damn…” Fez sighed, “I wonder who that was.”  
 
    Kaeso looked back at the troops behind him and with a flick of his wrist, a pulsing blue and violet oval shield snapped into life with a crack of energy. Every Veterum within the front two rows of their legion did the same. The air crackled with power as the translucent shields sizzled into existence.  
 
    One by one the front row formed an almost impenetrable wall by locking their shields together. Behind, the second row raised their shields into the air and protected them from above forming a testudo. The organisation was special; Sean had seen nothing like it before and marvelled at the flowing wall of energy that protected them all.  
 
    A loud rumbling came from behind as the tanks roared to life. The ground trembled as the lift required to move the heavy tanks opposed the planets gravitational pull. Splitting apart, well-drilled legions formed pathways for the armour to advance through. 
 
    They stopped and took up position at the front of the assault as the Praetorian held his sword high in front of him. The Veterum legions slammed the butt of their long spears into the ground sparking the tips of their Hasta weapons into life. The air around them fizzed with the static build up from the phosphorescent tips. 
 
    Legions marched forward in unison. Hover tanks rolled on and hit the apex of the hill, their noses tipped forwards as they began their descent down the other side. Sean and everyone else crested the hill to see the imposing facility in the distance.  
 
    The old Veterum research facility, sitting on a sandy plain in a shimmering heat, came slowly into view. It had been corrupted by the Xuron presence. Large organic cephalopod limbs protruded out from the dead and sullied ground and flailed about. The walls pulsed as green veins and bulbous black ‘seeds’ covered the large walls like ivy.  
 
    Their impenetrable shield wall slowly advanced on the tainted compound. Anti-air weapons blasted out from within the walls targeting the fighters which screeched overhead. 
 
    Ioutions fighters unleashed their powerful energy down upon the heavy-duty shield of the facility to little effect. Xuron suddenly appeared on the parapet walls and fired into the advancing legions. Plasma sparked off the shielded testudos ricocheting into the air like golden flares. 
 
    An angry rumbling emanated from the tanks as their turrets rotated together towards the massive gates. A purple haze rippled out from the tips of their barrels before five loud cracks came one after the other. The tanks rotated their turrets together and fired into the entrance. A mixture of disruptive and concussive rounds slammed into the Xuron’s shielding, it rippled outwards from the impacts and flashed a bright white for a moment before returning to normal. 
 
    “Damn,” Sean said, “those shields take some beating.”  
 
    As he looked up, two large balls of plasma rose high into the sky. Their ascent came to a gradual halt as the gravity of the planet became the dominant force, they twisted in the air and angled down towards the legions below.  
 
    “Artillery!” Zarid cried out as he scrambled away, breaking through the legion’s lines.  
 
    The Mar’Ell crew followed suit, pushing their way through the Veterum as they raced away from the incoming fire. Two loud thumps came from behind as the artillery shells slammed into their front lines. Screams rang out as Veterum were thrown across the battlefield as their lines were decimated.  
 
    Sean stopped and turned back to see what had happened. The land was scorched, bodies laid broken, burnt, and in pieces. Their still active shields and weapons buzzed ominously beside stray limbs which littered the battlefield. 
 
    Fez acted quickly, activating his comms “Captain Nathan, I request assistance, our assault has been halted by heavy shielding, can your fighters provide any aid?” 
 
    After a moment of silence came a calm reply. “They’re already on their way, we thought you may need some backup, happy hunting.”  
 
    As the link closed, three loud cracks came from orbit. Scimitars burst through the upper atmosphere in balls of fire as they dived towards the surface. Their speed was astonishing as they pulled up and levelled their trajectory. He watched as two thin profiles dropped from each craft and roared into life.  
 
    The nightshade’s screech was audible as they drew near. With an ear-splitting shriek, they thundered overhead and passed through the Xuron shields like they weren’t there.  
 
    Bright orange explosions grew behind the shield but had no way to escape the powerful barriers so the concussive force refracted back towards the buildings. As secondary detonations threw debris into the smoke-filled air the power for the shield hesitated before going offline. 
 
    The Mar’Ell crew took a second to celebrate the small victory, buildings were crippling or destroyed, the artillery was gone and the anti-air had taken a serious beating. Things were looking on the up for the crew. But a loud cry from Remulus changed everything.  
 
    “Look!” she yelled, her voice shaky, “look towards the skies.”  
 
    Sean gulped and looked up. The broken shell of a large Ioution ship streaked through the clear atmosphere. It was fragmented into hundreds of pieces that firebombed across the heavens. His heart felt like it had stopped, it can’t be he shook from the thought. 
 
    “Fez…” Sean sombrely said, placing a hand on his Captain’s shoulder, “It could be any ship…” 
 
    “It’s not,” Fez snapped back, his voice quaking, “It’s her.” 
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LIVING IN THE PAST 
 
      
 
    They watched as burning fragments of the Mar’Ell erupted through the atmosphere and rained down upon the planet. The sight was beautiful, if not haunting, as the long brushstrokes of orange were painted against the dark blue sky. Fez shook with emotion. He stood motionless and unresponsive as the crew hunkered behind the reforming shield testudo. His eyes were hollow, dead. They fixed onto a single piece of his old life and tracked it as it tumbled towards the barren planet.  
 
    “Fez…” Taris said sombrely, “revenge will be ours. They will not be forgotten…”  
 
    The Captain turned his head and looked over his shoulder. With the faintest flicker of a smile from a man defeated, he crashed to the floor and sat in the dirt. Sean, Zarid, and Remulus glanced at one another, unsure of what to do, they knew deep down there was no counselling that would help now, but they needed him up and fighting. 
 
    “Snap out of it,” Sean shook the shocked Ioution, “It may seem hard but there are people here who need you, we would be doing a disservice to those aboard if we didn’t at least try.”  
 
    The Captain brushed away Sean’s attempt at appealing to his service, instead, he stood, brushed down his suit and picked up his weapon. 
 
    “Revenge sounds good,” he said with no emotion.  
 
    Content that the Captain was at least speaking, Sean noticed the lack of incoming rounds as the assault paused. 
 
    The facility was in disarray. Xuron halted their fire and climbed down from the walls once the shields went offline. Praetorian Kaeso stopped the tanks from demolishing the outer fortifications, instead, he stood alone in the narrow strait that separated the Veterum and the compound. He spoke in a tongue that Sean’s translator didn’t understand, but he spoke with venom and hatred as he shouted towards the Xuron enclave. 
 
    The Veterum silently regrouped having triaged their many casualties. To the watching crew’s horror, those near death were dispatched with a lethal jab to the heart before a silent prayer was whispered in their honour.  
 
    Every soldier tensed as a horde of Xuron appeared through the narrow crack between the two thick metal doors. Drones flooded out and banded together in a scattered formation. They hissed and snarled. Their small, fleshy veined wings beat incessantly creating a low buzzing note across the battlefield. 
 
    “Hold!” shouted Kaeso as he again raised his sword and pointed it in the direction of the gathering Xuron storm. “Pilums!” 
 
    Veterum to the rear of every legion dug their long weapons into the ground so they stood freely. They reached into the quivers which adorned their backs and pulled out short tipped throwing spears from holds on their backs. 
 
    One by one they flicked their wrists, igniting the tips of the small spears into a blinding orange energy. The noise from the Xuron grew to a sudden crescendo. Guttural roars and reverberating high pitched shrieks swept the battlefield as they prepared to attack. Kaeso pulled out the same small spear and raised it above his head, every Veterum behind followed suit, drawing it back behind them. With a single motion, the sky was filled with the sparking weapons as they let loose and haphazardly hurled them high into the air. 
 
    “That’s not gonna hit anything,” Sean mused, “what a waste.”  
 
    The wave of spears floated like birds on a breeze. The weapons snapped around in mid-air with a mind of their own and aimed down towards the Xuron gathering. Manipulating gravity, they accelerated hard and rained down upon the enemy.  
 
    The creatures were skewered into the ground as the spears pierced through their fleshy exteriors. Intense, high-pitched screams rang out across the battlefield as the horde scattered. They were broken and disorganised.  
 
    Lone Xuron rushed towards the legions in a futile attempt at reprisal. But, the well-trained army didn’t flinch, instead, they jabbed at the onrushing creatures with a deadly efficiency. Bodies piled up as the shambolic Xuron almost threw themselves onto the spears.  
 
    But they grew smarter, more organised. Their numbers continued to swell as more rushed out from the facility. After a short time, the two forces were relatively well matched. The Xuron fired upon the well-defended force with little effect, their plasma and energy weapons harmlessly dissipating off the metaphorical brick wall that surrounded their targets.  
 
    Sensing their tactics were failing, they let out a collective ear-splitting shriek, and with a single consciousness rushed towards the frontline.  
 
    “Oh… crap,” Taris squirmed, watching as the Veterum soldiers tensed for the onslaught.  
 
    The testudo buckled but held as the snarling aggressors attacked the front lines. The allied soldiers jabbed their Hasta’s through the shielding, matching its resonate frequency, stabbing anything that came close with meticulous precision. Sean was pushed backwards, only held up by the quick reflexes of Remulus who stopped him from falling over.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said.  
 
    A thick, pungent smell of burning flesh soon filled the battlefield that made Sean gag. But they didn’t let up, instead, the Xuron became more ferocious, climbing over bodies and flailing themselves at the tight-knit defence. 
 
    Veterum tanks remained useless in the close quarters. Instead, they circled around, their barrels lashed with sparks of purple energy as they harmlessly dissipated excess build-up. Their gravitational rumble rippled through the ground and through Sean’s chest with every movement.  
 
    Eventually, they came to a halt atop a small hill behind the fighting. Power swelled in their barrels, heat rose from their surface and distorted the air around them. Suddenly, five consecutive, chest-thumping booms came from the energy shells that powered overhead and slammed into the closed compound gates Continuous rounds of ammunition crashed into the metal doors rocking it on its large hinges until it blew backwards, tearing chunks out the wall with it.  
 
    “It’s open!” Zarid yelled excitedly, “we can get inside.”  
 
    As Sean opened his mouth to reply, Xuron drones toppled over the top of the front shields and dropped into the Veterum battle ranks. They began to devastate the soldiers from within their own lines. The drones quickly took hold, shooting and stabbing everything in their path. The Veterum were broken, their legions were no longer the interconnected machines they once were, now they fought on individual skill alone.  
 
    Sean quickly reached for his charged carbine, not the weapon he was most comfortable with. Panicking, he brought it up to his face and aimed down its optical sights. The small, blue triangle within the display flickered about as it acquired a target, but the speed of the close battle left it behind.  
 
    “Bloody technology,” Sean hissed as he pushed the advanced sight back into the weapon and relied on its basic iron sights instead.  
 
    Taking aim, his entire body trembled with fear, he watched the fragmented, truly alien faces of the Xuron rush towards him. He closed his eyes and held down the trigger. Blast after blast of energy ejected from his weapon, he had no idea who or what he hit, but he knew he didn’t get them all when he was tackled to the floor.  
 
    Atop him a bug dripped and drooled onto his face, its mouth, which was split into four individual pieces, twitched as the creature produced a series of clicks and hisses while it spoke in its natural tongue. He tried to wrestle free but the bulky alien had both its knees on his arms, blocking him from grabbing a weapon. The Xuron brought its weapon up to Sean’s face, his body shut down, resigned to its inevitable fate. With his eyes clenched, he heard the crack of a single high calibre round followed by what sounded like crushing an empty can. The alien fell away, relieving the pressure on his limbs. 
 
    “Need a hand, partner?” Zarid smiled as he blew the end of his barrel. 
 
    “You need to work on your timing,” Sean snapped as he took the Fre’s hand and pulled himself up.   
 
    Beside him laid a Xuron corpse, its face was a mangled mess, smoke still rose from the scorched skin around the impact that drilled deep into its skull.  
 
    The battlefield was chaos. Veterum and Xuron soldiers grappled for supremacy as close quarter contact disrupted any tactical plan. All around the small team death and glory embraced as plasma fire and vacuum grenades ripped bodies apart. They were stuck in the middle, but Sean had an idea.  
 
    “What if we use this all as a distraction,” he said, pushing back a bug and blasting it in the chest.  
 
    “A distraction?” Fez shouted as he fought with another, Taris calmly walked over and blasted the creature in the face. 
 
    “Yeah,” he yelled, ducking out the way of a plasma bolt that slammed into the dry hill behind him, “let’s sneak into the base, grab what we need and make a run for it.”  
 
    A large explosion cannoned across the hillside as one of the tanks detonated into nothing more than deadly supersonic shrapnel. Sean grabbed the opportunity while he could and pulled the team along with him. They ducked and weaved through the tightly packed arena, pushing their way through the dense Veterum groups to try and find their way into the wide-open compound.  
 
    Taris shoulder charged a Xuron to the ground, and stepping up, Remulus raised her heavy boot above the creature’s face and stomped down hard. The fighting was intense, bodies dropped to the floor all around them as they weaved between the piles of corpses that built up.  
 
    “There!” Fez yelled, pushing a bug to the ground allowing Zarid to use his pistols to dispatch it, “there is the entrance.”  
 
    The team sprinted away from the bloodshed behind them and pressed up hard against the towering walls of the facility. Sean took point and poked his head around the destroyed entrance. As soon as his face was exposed a blast tore chunks from the wall covering him in dust.  
 
    “Goddammit,” he yelled as he rubbed his eyes and spat out the dirt from his mouth, “that was too close for comfort.”  
 
    Another large explosion erupted behind them as a second ball of flame rose from a tank. His back was firmly planted against the vein covered wall, he felt them pulse and squelch as they wriggled up the sheer face as if they were alive. Luckily for them, the tentacles that guarded the compound were preoccupied with the main force. They swept violently through the crowds, knocking down Xuron and Veterum alike. 
 
    “There’s three of them,” declared Sean, glancing around the corner, “they’re behind some rubble, there’s a small, open building to the left of us, if we can make it in there we will have some great cover.”  
 
    With a few quick, shallow breaths, Sean brought up his weapon and pushed himself away from his cover. He spun around the corner and unleashed upon the well-entrenched Xuron. Debris and dust blew up into the atmosphere as blaster fire ripped into the heavy chunks they cowered behind. 
 
    “Sean, watch out!” Remulus screamed, pointing towards the towering weapon emplacements.  
 
    Veins that snaked up the tall fortifications began to glow a bright green as the dual turreted plasma weapon came to life. The compacted earth around the sprinting team danced with incoming fire as rocks and a cloud of dirt was thrown up into their faces. Out in front of the pack, Sean dived head first into the building and promptly began firing towards the emplacements. 
 
    “Quickly, come on!” he shouted as the rest of the crew crashed into the room and slammed shut the thick metal door. Overhead lights sensed movement and illuminated a square room lined with computer terminals. Inactive until Sean approached, they flashed into life. Across the screen scrolled lists of what appeared to be controls for the facility.  
 
    “What is this place?” queried Zarid as he walked around the edge of the room, looking for another exit. 
 
    “Some sort of security or gate control room, I bet,” replied Taris listening as the impacting rounds ceased when the cannon lost its tracked target. 
 
    The controls were intuitive enough, Sean flicked up and down with a single finger, changed pages with a quick swipe left or right, but it didn’t help him fully understand the strange letters and pictures he looked at.  
 
    As he scrolled, though, a toggleable switch flashed past. Quickly scrolling back, he saw that it was different to the others. Without thinking, he flicked it over to the right. The switch snapped to a bright green and displayed a picture of a hand. He instinctively placed his hand on the terminal, remembering how the Veterum generation ship and the inconsistent shield device on his arm reacted to him. Two quick beeps came from the console, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Well, what the hell did that do?” he grumbled. Above him, the ceiling split open and retracted revealing an automated turret. The team scattered in all directions but were unable to find any meaningful cover. “Oh no, no, no!” cried Sean as the weapon came to life and spooled up. With a quick movement, it snapped towards him, its barrel glowing red as it spun at an immense speed. “I just want to say…” he begun, but the door to the room blew open in a concussive explosion that threw them to the floor.  
 
    Through the cracked and demolished frame came three Xuron. The turret snapped back around, and with a deafening noise, unleashed its multiple barrels upon the assaulting targets. They didn’t stand a chance. Their bodies were torn to shreds by the fast-repeating energy rounds that spewed out from the overhead weapon. Sean covered his head and cowered under a table.  
 
    Silence descended on the room as the turret deactivated and drooped. Its barrel still glowed a bright red from the immense amount of heat it expelled but it was safe.  Fez rose to his feet and looked towards Sean, “do not touch anything ever again,” the Captain snarled. 
 
    Coughing from the dense, burning fumes that came from the mutilated bodies he said, “yeah… that’s probably a good idea.” Looking outside he saw smoke rising from the fortifications above. All around the facility turrets hung from their holdings and dangled aimlessly, swaying in the light breeze that gusted throughout. He waited for a moment to ensure he wasn’t getting shot at and looked over his shoulder, “I think the coast is clear.” 
 
    “We are not near any known coasts,” Fez replied. 
 
    Gunfire echoed throughout the desolate, empty facility as the battle raged on over the walls. Buildings were either crumbling or laid scattered as rubble. The Xuron corruption had spread to every surface around them. The ground was churned up to reveal a network of veins and arteries that ran under the compacted mud.  
 
    “So,” Sean began while grabbing hold of the net of veins which covered the building, he pulled hard with little effect as they held on tight, “what now?”  
 
    Remulus pulled out a small, handheld device and slowly swung it from side to side. It let out a blue pulse that rebounded off every surface. “There,” she said, pointing the tracker towards the largest of the remaining structures, “what we are looking for is under there.”  
 
    She referred to the large, multi-storey central building. Its wide, square bottom angled upwards into a thin, smooth tower that climbed above the walls of the compound. Yellow metallic rings slowly rotated around its once white exterior while blue lights strobed beneath the solidifying veins that clawed onto it. 
 
    Two black polymer doors blocked their way into the tall building. Sean stepped up and ran his hand down its slippery smooth surface searching for any hidden panels. With a click, a small terminal screen slid from the pillar beside them and powered up. He placed his hand on its surface and within an instant multiple mechanical locks within the door activated opening them smoothly inward 
 
    Sean stepped through into the unknown. Nothing reacted to his presence, he stumbled about in the dark before Taris clicked on a torch.  
 
    “See, nothing to be afraid of,” she said.  
 
    The smell of an ever-present damp hung in the air of the large circular room. Weeds and small plants which glowed a bright, luminescent pink when the torchlight touched them pierced between gaps in the dark polymer construction.  
 
    “Everything looks intact,” Sean said as he blew the dust off an inoperative computer.  
 
    “It looks like they left in a hurry,” mused Taris whilst tapping on a keyboard trying to revive an inactive terminal. 
 
    “… Or they’re still here,” Zarid replied, bringing everyone to a sudden attention, “zombified and ready for brains.”  
 
    Shaking his head as the Fre laughed away to himself, Sean paid no attention. But down the hallway beside him came a faint, echoing scurrying. “Guys…” Sean peered into the dark hallway, “did anyone else hear that?”  
 
    Taris and Remulus cautiously stepped up beside him, almost tiptoeing as they moved. The trio hugged the corner and listened out for anything else, but there was nothing. Taris pulled back, ready to laugh at Sean’s expense but it came again louder this time. 
 
    “Alright, I heard it that time,” she quaked, “what the hell was that?”  
 
    Sean grabbed his weapon and pointed it around the corner, waiting for something, anything to move. But there was only silence. He flicked the weapon’s flashlight on revealing a long hallway with rooms either side and a wide metal door at the end. Advancing slowly, Taris and Remulus followed closely behind while the other two stayed behind to inspect for clues as to what happened.  
 
    The rooms were uninteresting, offices with little of note other than the large stacks of what seemed to be old equipment. Flora coverage became increasingly sporadic as they moved deeper into the building. 
 
    A large room sat at the end of the hallway, crates and other containers were stacked and lined up neatly all over. The enormous metallic door was the only thing of interest. Sean inspected it closer but once more nothing happened, but as Remulus drew closer a small terminal snapped into existence.  
 
    “What is it?” Sean asked. 
 
    “It’s a cargo elevator,” replied Remulus. She punched in a command on the console and a loud, whirring noise came from behind the door. “It’ll be with us in just a…” she was cut off by a plasma blast that impacted besides her head.  
 
    The team snapped around to see a squad of Xuron soldiers rushing down the hallway towards them.  
 
    “Cover!” Fez yelled in a panic.  
 
    The team ducked behind the cargo containers as plasma zipped past. Sean held tightly onto his weapon and took a brief glance over. Five Xuron swarmed about outside, they had taken up their own cover within the rooms and fired around the corner of the doors. He took aim and unleashed a bolt of energy, it slammed into the door frame doing nothing more than providing a light show.  
 
    “Tar, use your damn super weapon,” Sean shouted.  
 
    She looked at Sean questioningly, “In these close quarters? I’ll kill us all.” 
 
    “Just do it!”  
 
    Unconvinced, she unclicked it from her back and flicked it on. It whirred loudly as its capacitors built with energy. Remulus, in her heavy armour, stood straight up and distracted the Xuron while the XR-61 charged. She let off rounds sporadically not really aiming at anything. But, from nowhere, a plasma bolt slammed into her armoured chest and sent her crashing to the floor. 
 
    “Remi!” Sean shouted, crawling over to her, “you alright?” 
 
    After shaking it off, she climbed back onto her knees, “I’m ok,” she replied.  
 
    Taris’ weapon screamed at a high pitch, Sean ducked back behind cover as she poked out and aimed it towards the Xuron. With a loud clap of energy, a red bolt detonated one of the rooms leaving nothing behind. Three Xuron bodies were sprawled out as the remaining two kept up their assault. The team had the superior numbers, though, so pinned them down with ease.  
 
    Behind, the whirring of the elevator came to a halt. The large metal door broke apart with a mechanical clank and opened, but as they did two creatures let out a deafening roar and charged out. They ran on all four of their short, stumpy legs, their bodies were a dark brown, their flesh was creased and cracked all over to reveal a green ooze under the surface.  
 
    “FEZ!” shouted Sean. 
 
    Without time to react, the two dog-like animals pounced and knocked both Taris and Fez to the ground. They snarled and snapped at the pair’s throats. Drool gushed out between their set of yellow, decayed razor blade teeth.  
 
    Sean looked quickly between the pair, who do I go for he panicked, watching as they fought with the beasts. With a snap choice, he rushed over towards Taris and kicked the animal firmly in the face. It growled as it rolled away off to the side to be nearly blown in half by Zarid’s accurate fire. 
 
    Fez shouted in fear and pain as the powerful animal clawed deep into his armour and tore at his flesh. 
 
    “Captain!” shouted Sean. He raised his blaster up and fired at the animal, risking his Captain’s life at the same time. But he didn’t miss. The creature keeled over as its innards were exposed and as its bodily fluids soaked into Fez’s clothes. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Just get in the elevator,” grimaced Fez.  
 
    The team gathered up, firing blindly at the Xuron down the hallway. They hid behind a small stack of boxes within the elevator, Fez sat on the ground holding his wounds panting heavily. They watched as the doors closed behind them, locking them away from the threat… 
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    “Hold on, apply pressure,” Sean barked.  
 
    The rickety elevator descended into the bowels of the building with some frightening mechanical clattering. It rocked about as Sean pressed both his hands down onto his Captain’s chest to stop the bleeding. Taris pulled around a satchel and grabbed a small bottle of purple liquid. 
 
    “Move,” she said, pushing Sean aside.  
 
    Claw marks had raked deep into his flesh causing the Ioutions blue blood to pump from his trembling body but something caught Sean’s eye. The skin around the injury had turned black with vein-like tendrils spreading out from the wound. Taris ripped the cap off the bottle and poured it over the deep lacerations. Fez groaned in pain as the fluid cauterised the cuts. 
 
    “It’s not a permanent solution,” Taris admitted, “but it’ll have to do for now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Fez grimaced as he pushed himself up and sat against a cargo crate.  
 
    The team remained silent, listening to the old, squealing mechanical workings of the elevator. “What were those things?” Sean asked the question that was on everyone’s mind, “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “’Nor me,” replied Zarid, polishing the barrel of his weapon with his brown shirt, “they sure were vicious, though, I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen them before, either,” Taris knelt beside the Captain and inspected his wounds, “they can do some serious damage.”  
 
    Remulus stood off in the corner, silent, she watched over the crew with a curious eye, pretending to not hear what they spoke about.  
 
    Sniffing, Sean wandered about trying to pinpoint a pungent smell that hung in the air. “What is that?” he asked, “It smells… dead.” He bent down to one of the crates and sniffed harder, “here, it’s coming from these.”  
 
    Taris pulled out a knife and pried open one of the lids. It dropped to the floor with a thud to reveal its contents. Sat on a bed of hay-like material were various fruits, or what were once fruits, as now they were as black as tar and rotted away. 
 
    “Ew,” Taris recoiled, wafting the smell away from her nose, “disgusting.”  
 
    Sean was about to bend down and grab one, but a loud thump echoed as the elevator came to a sudden stop. A bright, white light flashed on before the large metal doors reeled up and receded into the ceiling. Outside was a pristine, untouched open area, it’s still brilliant white floors shimmered as the overhead lights flickered online. Thick, stone pillars were dotted about the room in neat rows, tables circled around their base with terminals sat on top.  
 
    Sean turned and pulled the weary Captain to his feet. With an arm over his shoulder, they waddled out into the main entranceway. Small dust particles drifted about in the old, stale air that smelt as if it had been trapped for centuries. That same dust had settled onto every surface, and as the pair moved they disturbed its rest and kicked it up into the air.  
 
    “No one’s been here for ages,” Zarid observed, running his fingers through the thick build-up atop one of the terminals, “looks like they left work for the day and never came back.”  
 
    Sean rummaged through stacks of notes on one of the desks to see if there was any mention of what they searched for, although he wasn’t certain what he was looking for. As he turned, he saw a large map of the underground complex on the wall. The area was split up into four areas of research, chemistry, physics, biology, and engineering. Each area was colour coded which matched with the coloured lines which ran along the walls.  
 
    “There’s a lot here,” Sean said, turning to Remulus. 
 
    “It used to be a research centre before the Xuron captured it,” she replied while fiddling with a small instrument which made a continuous beep when she angled it in a certain direction. “The device is somewhere down there.”  
 
    Waving for her to lead the way, Sean carried Fez and they advanced down the tight hallway which branched off. Their collective footsteps echoed through the empty corridor while they checked their corners with a nervousness that he had rarely felt.  
 
    Passing many small, uninteresting rooms they followed the coloured lines to a cross-section that split in five directions, including where they just came from. Each of the coloured lines snaked off down a different path that led to one of the different branches of research.  
 
    “The engineering path makes the most sense,” Fez coughed as he held onto Sean. 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Remulus.  
 
    In front of them stood a grey door with a reflective coating. As they approached, it split into four interlocking pieces and receded into the walls with a heavy clunk. A message was activated and a calm female Veterum voice advised. “Entrance past this point is strictly forbidden to civilians. All personnel must be accompanied by a member of the engineering staff. All objects beyond this point should be treated with utmost caution.”  
 
    With a quick glance and shrug towards one another, they stepped over the line separating the two halls. A bright blue light snapped on and fanned out across their bodies. After a few moments, the same female voice announced, “scan complete, you may proceed.”  
 
    Rooms within the zone were densely packed with complex equipment and experiments. Advanced armour hung on mannequins surrounded by scorch marks from weapons fire. Heavy machinery rumbled online as they passed filling the air with the smell of a sweet lubricant.  
 
    “What is this stuff?” Sean asked as he glared through a window at a machine that pumped out a thin green haze. 
 
    “Experiments for future technology,” Remulus stopped and stood beside him, “what you’re looking at is a basic prototype for an advanced terraformer, we have these now, but at the time this facility was constructed they were far from complete.”  
 
    With a nod, he pulled away from the window and followed the Veterum. The rhythmic rumbling of the machines gave the entire building a hollow, disused feeling that Sean couldn’t put his finger on. Apart from the build-up of dust on every surface, everything had an unused look to it.  
 
    Out in front, Remulus came to an abrupt stop. She rushed over towards a window and squashed her face against its surface. Her eyes grew larger and larger as if she were a kid at Christmas.  
 
    “Something take your fancy?” asked Zarid as he casually strolled up behind her, “It can’t be…” he paused, transfixed on whatever she was looking at. “Alright, that’s pretty cool.”  
 
    Sean and Fez shuffled towards them as fast as they could. Through the window were neatly aligned, tall metallic racks. They stood from the floor to the ceiling and hanging on their display arms was a wide assortment of close-quarters weaponry.  
 
    “These,” she pulled back, pointing towards one of the racks, “these are weapons reserved for modern Praetorians, for someone like me to acquire one would be…” 
 
    “Stupid, idiotic, reckless, shall I go on?” Sean replied.  
 
    She ignored the Human’s obvious words of wisdom and waved her hand over the door’s terminal. Stepping through she weaved between the racks and stopped in front of a towering collection of bladed weapons. The one she picked out had an ornate grip with a jewel-encrusted pommel. Its blade was short, the metals it was constructed from were dull and reflected no light. It vibrated in her hands as she trembled even being in the presence of such an important weapon. She threw them away the sword that was firmly held in her scabbard and gently sheathed her newly acquired blade in its place. 
 
    “So… Happy?” Taris asked leaning against the wall. 
 
    Remulus turned on her heel, “immensely, thank you.” With nothing more than a smile and a nod, they continued.  
 
    Fez groaned with every step he took; the Captain wasn’t happy, and he became more irritable the further they travelled.  “What’s that?” Fez said through gritted teeth.  
 
    At the end of the hallway was a closed blast door. Remulus held the tracker against it increasing the volume of its long monotone note. 
 
    “It’s in there,” she exclaimed, putting the device away, “whatever we’re looking for its right there.”  
 
    Expecting access, she strolled up and waved her hand over the terminal. With a double beep, it denied her what she so craved. She tried again but was met with the same response. Angrily, she unsheathed her weapon and tried to jam it into the thin gap around the door – But to little success. 
 
    “Let me have a go,” Sean said. His blaster bolts dissipated harmlessly off the door’s heavy-duty face, leaving nothing more to show for his efforts than a thin smoke that hung in the still air. “Well, that’s a bummer, what do we do now?” 
 
    Taris looked around the local vicinity, searching for anything to help pry the door open. She rushed away and came jogging back with a long-bladed weapon. Jamming it under the door, she stood on its hilt and jumped up and down in a desperate attempt. But once more, nothing came of it, instead, the blade snapped in two leaving a jagged edge sticking out from under the door.  
 
    “Well, can’t say I expected it to work anyway,” she huffed, slumping back against the wall.  
 
    Sean gently laid Fez into a nearby chair while he thought. His mind turned back to the generation ship where the Mar’Ell team found Remulus. With an odd hunch in his mind, he strolled towards the terminal and waved his hand over its sensor. With a single beep, the light above the door turned white as it lifted with a heavy strain. 
 
    “What the hell…” Sean wondered as he turned to Remulus, “why does this stuff react to me?” She remained silent, instead deciding to give him a leading smile that raised more questions.  
 
    “You’ll learn… someday,” she said as she passed by.  
 
    Stunned, he shook his head, grabbed the Captain, and stepped into a large oval room. A thin, white strip that encircled the entire area flashed into existence, bathing everything in a gentle, warm light. A red, faintly glowing orb floated over a table in the middle. It projected a shimmering curtain of shielding around a small metal pyramid. Each side was inlaid with different coloured crystals that pulsed as if driven by an internal power source. 
 
    “This must be it,” Remulus said, “Sean, would you deactivate the shielding… please?” 
 
    Not sure how he circled the room looking for a node. Every piece of equipment he passed Remulus explained its proposed purpose. He thought that some of the ideas could advance the human race by thousands of years. But, finding nothing he returned to the shielded table and placed his hands on the warm red orb.  
 
    With a loud snap, the shielding deactivated. Sean grabbed the component and threw it in Taris’ satchel. Remulus, on the other hand, went around the room picking it clean throwing everything that would fit into her own bag for ‘safe keeping’. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sean hushed the group and listened.  
 
    “It sounds like the cargo elevator,” Zarid declared, “uh-oh.”  
 
    “What could be coming down on that?” asked Taris, “we’re the only ones here.” 
 
    “Well, we did leave two Xuron up there, maybe they decided to follow?” Sean replied, “either way, let’s not waste any time.”  
 
    “Come on, let’s hustle guys and girls,” Zarid barked, jogging nervously on the spot.  
 
    Sean threw Fez’s arm around his shoulders and hobbled out from the oval room. They moved as fast as they could with an injured weight holding them back. Sean lagged as the team raced for the intersection. But, the sound of the elevator stopped for a second before it resumed. 
 
    “Whoever called the elevator is coming back down with it,” Fez said. 
 
    “Or whatever called it…” Remulus checked her weapon.  
 
    Sean pushed the comment from his mind and rushed through the barren hallways until they found themselves back at the elevator. They split and took cover behind desks and pillars, waiting for the doors to open. He steadied his weapon and aimed it at the space that could soon be trouble. 
 
    The elevator finally stopped with a dull thud. The doors slowly opened, he held his breath expecting the worst. 
 
    “There’s nothing here!,” Zarid shouted as he climbed from cover and walked to the elevator, “see, absolutely nothing…”  
 
    He was cut off as a long, scaly tail flicked around from under the lip of the elevator and slammed into him. He was sent flying across the room before eventually crashing into a metallic desk. Climbing around from the ceiling of the lift came a Xuron queen. She stuck to the wall and dropped down with a crash throwing dust up into the air. Her thick carapace was undamaged but was fractured into plates that covered its insectoid body like free-flowing armour. 
 
    “It’s a queen!” Sean yelled, “aim between the scales!”  
 
    The aggressive Xuron lifted its tail high, ready to strike again. “I will not fall to one of my creators,” she hissed with venom. Sean was taken aback for a moment, one of her creators? He wondered. But as he was distracted, the Queen lunged and charged towards Remulus.  
 
    She was thrown to the ground. The queen stood above her, looking down at the helpless Veterum. Drool dripped from her razor-sharp mouth and splashed onto Remulus’ armour. She bent down and wrapped her four hands around the helpless Veterum’s body and squeezed. 
 
    “Fire, dammit, open fire!” Sean shouted.  
 
    The room lit up with the blinding flashes of their weapons. Plasma and energy thumped into her thick layer of scales doing little to no damage. The queen discarded Remulus to her side like an empty Box slamming her into a pillar with so much force that its surface cracked as she dropped to the floor. 
 
    Turning, the large Xuron focussed her attention on Fez. As she moved, her body shook as the team unleashed everything they had. Her scales began to glow brightly as the absorbed heat reached a critical mass. 
 
    “Look! Focus on those scales, once they detach her flesh will be exposed,” shouted Taris.  
 
    Zarid shook his head as he pushed himself up off the floor, but luck wasn’t on his side as the queen got near and swatted him away with ease, sending him crashing into the wall. 
 
    “Zarid!” screamed Sean worried at the bone-crunching noise that came from the impact. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” Taris declared.  
 
    She threw her carbine to one side and drew her XR-61. The loud whirring coming from the weapon was a giveaway to its power, and it was a sign the queen noticed. She gained momentum as she sprinted towards the Ioution, but Sean jumped out and tried to tackle the immense Xuron to the ground. But it was futile. He was prized off and thrown with ease, but his distraction gave Taris long enough to charge.  
 
    “Get to cover!” she shouted.  
 
    Sean quickly scrambled away. With a loud, chest rumbling thump, a powerful red bolt lanced out from her weapon and slammed into the queen. The alien was forced back with a roar crashing to the floor and tumbling away uncontrollably. 
 
    Remulus saw the opportunity, got unsteadily to her feet, and pulled out her newly acquired Praetorian weapon. The blade sparked into life with a rolling blue energy. She slammed it down between the gaps in the Xuron’s natural scales. The blade’s flowing power tore easily through the creature’s flesh, her scream rising in pitch until barely detectable. Remulus pulled the weapon out and raised it above her head for another strike but a strong hand from Sean stopped her. 
 
     “Come on, get on the elevator, let’s go!” he shouted, dragging her towards their escape.  
 
    Sean, Remulus, and Taris all rushed to the elevator. Zarid pushed himself up off one knee. Disorientated, he grabbed Fez and they hobbled together. As soon as they were in, Sean slammed his fist into the control panel. The light above turned a bright red as the heavy doors locked into place and they moved back towards the surface. 
 
     “Safe at last,” Sean joked. 
 
    “Safe?” laughed Taris, “what about what’s going on outside? We have to get past that yet.” He thought for a moment before shrugging, in his mind the main threat was the queen, once they reached the surface they were free.  
 
    “I think you should leave me behind,” Fez said, suddenly wincing in pain, “I am only slowing you down. The Mar’Ell and her crew are gone, my only purpose has been eliminated.” The crew looked around at each other, no one wanting to take the responsibility of answering, but Sean stepped up. 
 
    “There’s plenty to live for,” he began, “someone has to carry the memory of the Mar’Ell forward, we can’t forget them, we won’t forget them. Once this has all calmed down, it’ll hit you, me, all of us, what happened, we need to be there for each other.” 
 
    The Captain stared at the floor and switched off, ignoring what the Human had to say. 
 
    “Anyway,” Zarid clasped his hands together, “we have what we came for – I think – so let’s get this back to the Veterum.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Taris said, “It won’t be long until…” she stopped as a bang came from under the elevator, “… what was that?”  
 
    “We all know what that was,” Sean groaned as he pressed the ‘up’ button on the terminal faster and faster. The sound of claws scratching the metal beneath them echoed through the small, enclosed compartment. Sean grabbed his weapon and aimed it at the floor. “Well? Think it’ll do anything?” 
 
    “It’s better than nothing,” shrugged Zarid. The team unloaded into the floor, the energy tearing burning hot holes through the metal plate. They ceased fire and everything went silent. An acrid smoke swirled lazily in the air from the sizzling melted metal around the shell craters. “Did we get it?” 
 
    “Shh,” Taris said, “listen.”  
 
    The crew controlled their pumping adrenalin, quietly waiting for any movement – But there was nothing. A gentle ding came from the elevator as it came to a sharp stop, the heavy doors opened with a groan as they rushed out with Sean supporting the pale Captain.  
 
    “Think we’re safe?” Zarid asked. 
 
    A loud crash came from the elevator as metals were twisted and contorted. The Queen’s claws ripped open the punctured floor as she forced her way through. 
 
    “Next time, don’t say a word,” Sean picked up the pace.  
 
    She climbed through to see the anxious squad slipping away. She let out a deafening screech as she pushed off the wall and built up speed, charging towards them. Her footsteps thumped on the floor from her heavy frame as she closed the gap. 
 
    “Come on! Faster!” Remulus shouted, glancing over her shoulder. 
 
    Sean was certain he felt her hot breath whipping across his neck, he didn’t want to turn and look in fear that the last thing he would see would be a set of sharp teeth bearing down on him. The Captain’s eyes were locked shut as he fought against the rising pain within him, Sean felt the Ioution’s body heating up, his skin became clammy, his brow drenched with sweat. 
 
    They rushed out into the courtyard. Covering their eyes from the blinding hot sun Taris turned to fire on the building in the hope of collapsing the entrance way – But there was nothing behind them.  
 
    “Guys…” Taris squirmed, wiping her brow, “she’s gone…” Everyone stopped and turned, unsure what to make of it. 
 
    “Come on, we can’t stop here,” groaned Zarid, “we HAVE to go!”  
 
    Outside, the Veterum forces were on the brink of victory. They had reformed their battle lines and made easy work of the disorganised Xuron numbers. Smouldering debris laid off to the side where the tanks once stood, now only their charred skeletons remained.  
 
    As they circled the fighting the ground in front of the Veterum legions exploded high into the air. A snarling Queen climbed quickly from the circular crater and launched into a vicious attack. The shocked troops stood no chance as she scythed them down with bloody ease. 
 
    The army shifted their focus and fired on the new, larger threat. She struggled against the sheer kinetic forces which pushed her back, but her long claws still posed a threat as she continued to cleave soldiers in two.  
 
    “How is she still alive!?” cried Sean who stopped for a moment to catch his breath.  
 
    “Their outer shell is comprised of…” Fez began. 
 
    “Conserve your energy big guy,” Sean said, slapping him on the shoulder, “we still need to get you back in orbit and back to Desciea, hopefully none of those on the Mar’Ell are in Permanence.”  
 
    The Captain remained quiet and nodded. Again, the Xuron queen let out a loud screech, this time she dropped to the floor and burrowed underground, throwing rocks and dirt up behind her.  
 
    “You there!” Praetorian Kaeso yelled as he strode towards the group, “did you find the final piece?” 
 
    “We did,” nodded Sean, scanning the battlefield for the Queens next move. 
 
    “Hand it to me at once,” demanded Kaeso, his voice deadly serious.  
 
    “I think I’ll take it to your scientists myself, thanks, though,” Sean turned.  
 
    He turned to face the crew, ready to leave. Behind him, Kaeso drew his weapon and lunged forwards. Taris saw what was coming and slammed into Sean knocking him to the floor. 
 
    Remulus drew her weapon and locked eyes with the Praetorian. “What are you doing, Kaeso?” she screamed, “you will not harm our alliance, our race needs this, think of the greater good.” 
 
    “You haven’t lived on Caladrius for hundreds of years, Remulus, you have no idea what it has become, how weak we have become. We don’t need outside influences poisoning our once dominant empire.” 
 
    “Once dominant, yes, but no more.” She circled the man ready to strike at any moment, “we live in new times, Kaeso, cooperation is the only way for our race to thrive and flourish once more.” 
 
    “Ha!” he scoffed, “enough of this.”  
 
    He surged forward and slashed at her armour, her defences deflected the blow with ease, leaving nothing more than scratch marks across her chest. She charged forwards and grappled with the leader, Sean went to help but was held back Taris. 
 
    “Let them deal with this,” she said.  
 
    Remulus used her advanced training to throw Kelso to the ground. She moved quickly, intending to disable the powerful soldier. But, the Praetorian’s searching hand closed around his sword, swinging it up in a defensive arc. The blade penetrated the unarmoured thigh of the advancing Remulus making her buckle to her knees.  
 
    Kaeso stood above her, “I didn’t want to do this, Remulus, you could have let me take what we needed and kill the Human, no one would have cared.” 
 
    “You think the Imperator wouldn’t care if you harmed a Human, our brethren?” Sean’s ears perked up, our brethren? He thought, what does she mean by that?  
 
    “They’re a failed experiment,” Kaeso spat in Sean’s direction, “look at him, his meagre physical frame and his limited intelligence. They’re no better than the animals we corral and eat… I truly am sorry about this, I wish there was another way.”  
 
    He raised his weapon above his head, ready to put an end to her life, but she snapped into action and thrust her concealed dagger underneath his armour and into his stomach. He dropped to the ground, Remulus pulled her weapon from his abdomen with the sickening sound of sliced flesh. He coughed blood as he tried to speak. 
 
    “They’re better than we ever were,” Remulus sighed as she looked down at the faltering Veterum, “look at them, honourable, compassionate, creative, they’re the mixture of emotion we as Veterum strived for, for millennia. Our ways are old, outdated, they have no place in a modern society, we must break our preconceptions of everyone else being lesser, inferior, to us, because in so many ways… they’re better.” She knelt, muttered a few indecipherable Veterum words and slowly sliced open the throat of the Praetorian, allowing his blood to soak into the once dry ground. “Let’s go,” she muttered sombrely. 
 
    A large group of soldiers blocked their path. They circled around the small team, their weapons sparking with energy. Remulus stood firm and pointed her sword towards the troops. At first, nothing happened, Sean grew nervous at the sheer numbers that surrounded them, but one by one the soldiers got to one knee and knelt. They bowed their heads towards the blood-soaked blade and in unison uttered a phrase of loyalty.  
 
    “For today, I am your God, follow my will as you would the Imperator’s.” Again, the soldiers uttered another phrase. “Stand,” she shouted. With an ear-splitting roar, they got to their feet, slammed the pommels of their spears into the dirt, and waited for orders. “We have what we came for,” Remulus projected her voice over the legion, “the war against the Xuron became that much easier today, we must return to Caladrius as soon as possible and get production underway.”  
 
    Behind, the defeated Xuron drones scurried away from the Veterum front line, effectively leaving them victorious. The legions administered the last rites for their badly wounded and followed Remulus back to their transport ships. There was a certain finality to everything in Sean’s mind, they had the pieces assembled to change the tide of the war, everyone was alive bar the potential casualties on the destroyed Mar’Ell, and new alliances had been forged. An uneasy calm settled over the group as the legion stood down. 
 
    Without warning, loud sonic booms shook the air as cone-shaped ships streaked down in balls of fire towards their position. Their organic Xuron bodywork was obvious, it vented a green mist as they screamed towards the ground.  
 
    “Get to the ships!” Sean cried, “reinforcements are on their way!”  
 
    The team struggled up the steep hill. Fez and Remulus hobbled along with the help of Sean and Taris. Behind them, the Xuron ships slammed into the ground nose first, the pointed tip dug deep down into the surface as the rear of the vessel snapped away like a network of broken ligaments.  
 
    They crested the hill to see their own shuttles roaring with power and ready for lift-off. Vast hordes of Xuron drones piled out from their dropships and gave chase to the exhausted Veterum. As they began their descent, the ground beneath them fractured throwing Sean and Fez to the floor. A wide depression sucked into the area beside them before two clawed hands pierced the vibrating dirt and grabbed the lip. The Xuron Queen caught site of the struggling crew, pulled herself up and climbed out of the collapsing hole baring her teeth. 
 
    “There you are…” she hissed.  
 
    Veterum soldiers opened fire on the queen, but she fought back against the small numbers and swiped a claw through the legion.  
 
    “Ignore her!” yelled Taris, “come on, follow me.”  
 
    The team regrouped and rushed towards an open shuttle. Xuron drones began to summit over the hill, their small wings flapped in the wind as they each jumped off and glided down towards the landing spot.  
 
    Taris, along with an injured Remulus, boarded the shuttle with Zarid close behind. Sean was faltering, he was exhausted and panting, gasping for clean air.  
 
    “Let go of me,” Fez demanded, shaking free from the Human, “get to the ship, I will be right behind you.”  
 
    Fez dropped to the ground. Sean stopped but was pushed forward by the tide of Veterum which rushed towards the shuttles. “FEZ!” he screamed over the sound of weapons fire. 
 
    The ship rumbled as the engines roared. He struggled against the tide, trying to push through against the flow, but it was no use. Eventually, he stood at the lip of the ramp, watching as the Captain rolled onto his back, mouthing silent words to himself. Xuron soldiers broke through the Veterum lines, pushing them to the ground and tearing out their throats. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” the pilot of the shuttle shouted, “we’re taking too much structural damage.” 
 
    “No!” Sean shouted over the engines and weapons fire, “we can’t leave! Fez is down there.” Suddenly, Fez rolled onto his stomach and started clawing his way towards the ship. “Fez!” Sean yelled as he went to charge off the ship, only a strong hand from Remulus held him back. 
 
    “Leave him,” she said, “It’s too late.” 
 
    “But…” Sean muttered. But it was too late. The Xuron horde swarmed around the withering Captain. Sean grabbed his weapon and opened fire on the large pack of animals that surrounded his friend – but it was no use. “We can save him!” he cried. 
 
    “No – We can’t,” replied Remulus matter-of-factly.  
 
    The rear ramp began to slowly close. Incoming rounds slammed into the inside of the ship, but he paid no attention, his eyes were focused on the queen which pushed her way through the drones and stood looking down at Fez, almost licking her lips. 
 
    The ship rocked on its landing gear as they began to push off from the surface. Plasma slammed into the underside of the hull like a beating drum as the shields came online. The rear ramp closed cutting off Fez’s final moments as Sean collapsed to the floor. False images of the Captain’s body being torn limb from limb flooded his mind as they soared towards the planet’s exit… 
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    “No!” shouted Sean, his voice quaking and in pain. He slammed a fist in the bulkhead of the shuttle and recoiled, shaking his hand from the impact. “No, no, no, NO!” he shouted once more, this time unleashing a flurry of blows onto the sturdy metallic frame.  
 
    His knuckles dripped with blood as he slumped down to the floor within the cramped space. The shuttle was rocked side-to-side as they exited the atmosphere. Everyone grabbed onto the supports which dangled freely from the ceiling – But Sean didn’t. He looked around the ship at all the faces which couldn’t care less that his Captain had just been killed, and it angered him.  
 
    “Sean…” Taris squirmed as she put a consoling hand on his shoulder but was brushed away, “I know it’s difficult, he meant a lot to all of us.” 
 
    “None of you respected him,” he yelled, “not the Veterum, not the Humans, hell, most Ioutions brushed him off as nothing more than a two-bit Captain of a sub-standard support vessel. Now the world will never know the true side of him, the compassionate, funny side.” 
 
    “We all saw it,” Zarid interjected, “just calm down, it’s tragic but we’re not out of it yet, we need to focus.”  
 
    “Focus!?” Sean paced about within his own small space rubbing his temple, “It was her who let him die!” he pointed towards a confused Remulus, “he saved your life on that God damned ‘generation’ ship and this, THIS, is how you repay him?” Remulus moved towards him to speak, but he held up a single finger and silenced her. “Everything bad that has happened these past months is because of you and your people, reclaiming lost glories, you called it, for what? Now thousands have died recovering this damned device so the Veterum can have a new super weapon to use against a foe which, quite frankly, had probably forgotten all about you.” 
 
    “It’s not just for us…” Remulus muttered, receding into herself, “It’s for every race who have been blemished by the Xuron.” 
 
    Sean pretended to be taken aback by her generosity, “there was something the queen said, she was surprised to see one of her creators there, explain that, hm?” Remulus stuttered and murmured before Sean snapped, “just admit it, the Veterum created the Xuron, right? Was it some sick experiment to warp the biology of Humans, who you had some part in it sounds like, too? Or was it just an idle curiosity for your people, wilfully damning the galaxy.” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to let it get this out of hand…”  
 
    “Oh look, everyone,” Sean turned in a circle with his arms held out as wide as he could, “they didn’t mean for it to go this far, how far did you expect it to go? Did you expect them to sit idly by and obey your commands or did they escape from a lab and ride off into the sunset?”  
 
    “We had the opportunity to birth a new form of life and we did it,” Remulus snapped back, her usual dull red skin deepened in colour, “we trained them in the arts of war to fight by our side, but they eventually wanted their own freedom once their numbers swelled – And we gave it to them. They established their own cities on the other side of a nearby colony, but things quickly soured. They fought for control and declared war on the local governors, once they had that foothold… Well, they spread like a virus.”  
 
    Sean could only shake his head at the revelation, he was speechless that such an advanced species could be so negligent. The shuttle was rocked to one side sending the passengers crashing into one another as they fought with the atmosphere. Sean regained his footing and got into Remulus’ face. 
 
    “Don’t expect to be welcomed on whatever comes next,” he said through gritted teeth, “although I’m tempted to say screw it and retire somewhere I won’t be recognised and just wait for the inevitable.”  With that his piece was finished, he slumped against the wall and stared off into the distance.  
 
    Taris moved beside an obviously distraught Remulus. “Give him time,” she whispered, “we’re all upset right now, he doesn’t mean what he said, I’m sure.” 
 
    “But he should,” replied Remulus seriously, “we created all these problems, the galaxy would be better off without us.” 
 
    “The galaxy is better off with a large community helping each other, the Veterum can become a vital part of that, no matter what you think right now.”  
 
    Remulus gave a weak smile and nodded, she wasn’t so sure that the Veterum would adapt to community rule, but she hoped they at least gave it a try. 
 
    The ship punched through the planet’s outer atmosphere revealing the vast debris field that floated aimlessly through the void. Terran, Ioution, and Veterum ships had all suffered massive losses, but judging by the cloud of green gas which twisted in space, he guessed the Xuron casualties were greater.  
 
    A large noiseless explosion swelled in the distance, another Xuron ship he observed, forcing a wry smile. Xuron numbers were low and the allied forces pushed for a final victory, they focussed their attention on the massive hive structure that defended itself with its multiple beam arrays.  
 
    Deep blue streaks came from the swarm of Nightshade missiles the Terran ships had launched. The light show was spectacular as they thumped into the hive’s hull, the sheer force of the blasts seemed to distort the space around every detonation.  
 
    Secondary explosions multiplied along the vital systems of the structure. Ioution forces took the opportunity and unleashed everything they had. Space lit up with the reds and greens of the various plasma and energy weapons that streaked between the ships. Atmosphere vented from a large crack that began to form on the hive, it slowly spread up the hull spectacularly splitting the ship in two.  
 
    “Look!” Sean exclaimed, “everyone, come look!”  
 
    The team watched the hive’s final moments. With a penultimate breach, large explosions blew huge sections of the hull away exposing its core. In a blinding blue light, the ship seemed to implode before the resulting explosion rippled outwards and tore through the ship, ending its existence in a debris-filled shockwave. 
 
    The team managed a small cheer, but Sean noticed that the allied ships were all thrown about as if riding a wave. “Hold on,” he shouted, “shockwa…” before he could finish his sentence, a massive shockwave slammed into the shuttle. Everyone aboard was thrown about, heads smashed into bulkheads as people dropped to the floor. He laid a solitary figure, just let this be over he thought, just let me get aboard a nice Terran vessel and sleep for a few days… But the outstretched hand of Taris helped him to his feet.  
 
    “We’ve done it,” he smiled sombrely, “we’ve forged a new alliance, probably, we defeated a hive ship, and we have the final piece of a new weapon,” he sighed, “I just wish the Captain was here to see it all…”  
 
    Remulus walked out from the cockpit and approached the team. “We’re heading for a Veterum vessel – The Minerva – We should dock soon; you and your crew are more than welcome to stay aboard until we reach Caladrius.” 
 
    “Why that’s mighty kind of you,” Zarid chirped up.  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” replied Taris. Sean looked over and didn’t say a word, instead, he nodded and looked out the window.  
 
    As they drew closer to the Minerva, a light green wave of energy washed over the ship. Comms chatter came from the cockpit as the shuttle was tractored towards the hulking cruiser-class vessel.  
 
    It was flat, in relative terms for spacecraft, but still at least ten or fifteen stories high. Its edges curved around to form a circle as if it were a giant hockey puck. A large weapon hung from the underside of the ship, it slowly swivelled in place, came up to be parallel with the hull and receded back into the craft. A luminous blue strip ran around the outside ring of the hull, pulses of energy flowed around it effortlessly as they were pulled towards a section of the ship that began to extend outwards. 
 
    “What’s it doing?” asked Sean. 
 
    Remulus came up from behind and answered. “It’s forming a runway for our fighters and shuttles. That section of the ship extends out to provide enough space for others to land, once all are aboard it retracts and seals.” Sean heard everything she had said but didn’t entertain her with a response.  
 
    They were pulled into a fully extended runway by the beam of light. It guided them towards the strip’s rear and placed them gently on a landing pad. “Come on,” Taris said, “let’s go get some rest.” With a nod, he took her hand and exited the vessel. 
 
    “Wow…” he marvelled, looking around the inside of the runway in amazement.  
 
    The area was huge, thick cables dangled from the support struts along the ceiling and rows of lights ran along the taxiway giving it a faint yellow tint. A thin shield enveloped their isolated landing pad. He watched as a fighter, its engines pulsing a deep blue, raised its nose and touched down in front of him. 
 
    Crewman in masks and atmospheric suits quickly passed through the shielding, attached a device to the top of the fighter, and waved to a control crew that sat in a floating transparent bubble high above everyone else. Once the pilot jumped out and rushed inside the shield’s safety, the vessel was lifted off the ground, the roof above split in two allowing it to be stored away. 
 
    More fighters returned to base. The crew scrambled all over to get the strip ready for the next landing, he couldn’t take his eyes off how the aliens worked, they were so quick, so efficient at what they did, but he knew they had thousands of years of well-drilled experience to pull from. 
 
    “I’ve arranged quarters for you and your crew…” Remulus interrupted his thoughts, “follow Tarien, he will show you around.”  
 
    “Thank you,” smiled Taris, pulling the arm of her Human companion.  
 
    With a grumble, he followed the Veterum from the hangar and into the heart of the cruiser. The floor was constructed from a flexible, sponge-like material that contorted under their weight and the walls were bathed in a purple light that subtly lit the busy walkways. The Veterum crew rushed past paying no attention to the pale Human and tall blue Ioution that had joined them. 
 
    “So,” Tarien began, “I hear you have what we need, it should aid us all in the future.” Sean remained silent, his mind focused on just getting to their quarters and forgetting the whole thing. 
 
    Taris looked at Sean questioningly before answering, “we do. We’re glad it’s over with, at least for now, it’s time for some rest and to think about how we proceed.” 
 
    “Or even if we proceed,” added Sean under his breath. Tarien gave a respectful nod and ushered them into a small room. 
 
    “Stand here and press…” he leant into the room, “this button. When we arrive at Caladrius I will inform you.”  
 
    With that, the doors snapped shut and sealed. An odd humming noise alternated between the floor and ceiling. Sean shrugged his shoulders and tapped the button. In an instant, the entire room was engulfed in a bright, white light. The panels beneath and above them roared into life. 
 
    He had no interest in exploring the strange devices that sat invitingly on the table, nor the terminal which glowed brightly on the bedside. Instead, he crashed face-first onto the cushioned bed. 
 
    “I’ll speak in the morning,” he said, muffled through the pillows.  
 
    And with a poisoned calm that washed over him, he was asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He awoke a complete day later, his body ached from being in bed for so long. He rolled over and threw his legs over the side of the bed. Out the window was Caladrius in all its glory. 
 
    “We’re in orbit, right?” he asked an empty room.  
 
    Struggling against the weights keeping his eyes closed, he opened them to a dimly lit room but nothing more. Shaking his head, he got out and slipped into his freshly cleaned clothes.  
 
    “Ah, you’re awake – Good,” came a voice from a speaker beside the door.  
 
    Sean jumped, startled at the voice, “S-S-Sure?” he replied, “where’s Taris?” 
 
    “Mess hall one, I will advise her to meet you in the hangar bay, you both have a busy day.” 
 
    A busy day? Thought Sean, we’re done, it’s back to Terran – Or Ioution – Command for our next assignment. His eyes grew wide as he thought about the Ioutions, his mind suddenly connecting the dots, “Fez!” he yelled out, “we can rebuild you!”  
 
    Wait, I’m sure he mentioned something about being near his final clone… There’s no harm in asking, I suppose? With a shrug, he exited his quarters wanting to put the idea to Taris. 
 
    This time, in a frame of relative peace, the Veterum crew were far more aware of his alien presence. They turned and stared at him, some viewed him with surprise and a genuine curiosity, others with a scornful glare that bored holes into his thick skull. But he ignored them both equally, there was only a small matter to take care of before he could spend a week sipping on margaritas and watching the waves roll up the beach. 
 
    He cracked open the door to the hangar and looked about. In comparison to the chaos that swept over the area only twenty-four hours ago, everything was now calm. A single shuttle sat waiting on a launch pad on standby. A thin, blue haze washed out from the twin, rotary engines either side of the rectangular-shaped vessel. Beside it, Taris laughed with two of the Veterum crew. 
 
    “You’re awake,” she smiled, “I thought you had slipped into a coma.” 
 
    “With how I feel I would be better off in one,” he rubbed his forehead once more, trying to shift a nagging headache. “So, what’s up?” The two Veterum glanced at each other and back to Taris. 
 
    “We’ve been summoned by the Imperator.” 
 
    “Oh God…” he sighed, “what for? Can’t this just be over with?” 
 
    “You would be wise to not reject his summons,” the Veterum female snapped. 
 
    “Alright, calm down,” Sean said, holding his hands up, “I’m going, don’t worry.” The two stern looking Veterum pilots disappeared into the shuttle. “Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “On the surface,” Taris yawned, stretching her limbs outwards, “we’re the last to arrive.” 
 
    “Grrreat… Just great.”  
 
    Defeated, he motioned for Taris to board first, he followed closely behind. Inside, the personal shuttles were more cramped than he imagined by their exterior size. Two small rows of seats lined the walls with storage under the deck plating. The Veterum pilots worked about in the cockpit as Sean and Taris took their seats and strapped in. The entire ship began to rumble and vibrate violently as power was pushed to the engines, Sean grabbed onto his armrests and focussed on a single point in front of him. 
 
    “Not like Ioution ships, huh?” Taris laughed. 
 
    “Not quite,” the banging drum in his head beat a little faster as the power increased. The shuttle lifted from the landing pad, slowly rotated in place and accelerated from the cruiser at an impressive speed. The noise aboard was borderline unbearable; everything shook and rattled as they flew towards the planet’s atmosphere. “What do you think he wants?” Sean shouted. 
 
    “What who wants?” 
 
    “The Imperator.” 
 
    “Oh, right, yeah – not sure. Possibly a big celebration with medals and money in thanks for what we’ve achieved.” She rubbed her hands together and winked. A totally Human mannerism picked up from Sean. 
 
    “Pfft,” scoffed Sean, “more likely we grabbed the wrong piece and we’re about to be executed.” 
 
    “Stop focussing on the negatives.” 
 
    “I quite like my head, though…” he said.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to break through the high cloud cover and snake out over the mountainous terrain. The heavy industry and the towering buildings of the city were obvious from afar. Sean watched the atmospheric recyclers pump gases into the air to stabilise the planet’s otherwise runaway greenhouse effect.  
 
    “We’re coming in for a landing,” one of the Veterum pilots shouted back.  
 
    They circled the pristine military landing pad for a few moments before they came to a halt in mid-air and descended, touching down with a dull thud. After a shove from the co-pilot, the ramp opened to reveal a guard of honour that snapped to attention. Cautiously, they moved from the shuttle and tried to suppress their instincts to run. Veterum weapons sparked over their heads as they walked through the crossed Hasta’s to a lone figure waiting for them at the end. It was Vespasian. 
 
    “Welcome back to Caladrius,” the Imperator beamed. 
 
    “Thanks, I think…” said Sean. 
 
    “Please, follow me, I have a surprise to show you.”  
 
    With a shrug, the pair followed Vespasian and his personal guard through the tight, well-crafted stone hallways of the facility. They came to a room with a large gathering of people waiting outside. 
 
    “Sean,” yelled Zarid from within the crowd, “over here,” he jumped up and down waving his hand to get the Human’s attention.  
 
    They weaved through the densely packed crowd towards the Fre and found Remulus beside him. She was dressed in a formal blue tunic adorned with a new medal and campaign ribbons. 
 
    Sean swallowed his pride and spoke up, “congratulations on the commendation, I’m sure you’re very proud.” 
 
    Remulus’ eyes were full of sorrow and regret as she turned to him, “… Thank you…” she sighed.  
 
    Sean was surprised by the strong emotions that obviously gripped her. He saw her as cold, distant, but now she seemed to show some genuine regret. His thoughts were interrupted as the crowd went silent and the Imperator spoke. 
 
    “Today, we are only able to gather for this special occasion because of the kindness of strangers, if it wasn’t for our new friends from the Ioution and Terran Empires this wouldn’t be possible.” A gentle ripple of applause came from those assembled, “I would like to personally thank Captain Nathan and Admiral Sha’mi for committing such invaluable resources to the reacquisition of a vital weapon of war. I would also like to thank the crew of the Mar’Ell, Sean, Taris, Zarid, and one of our very own, Remulus. I’m deeply saddened to hear of the passing of Feghouli, Captain of the Mar’Ell, he, and many others sacrificed their lives for this very moment, and all future moments we can now potentially have because of this.”  
 
    The Imperator waved to a scientist that stood to the side, he pressed a set of commands on a panel and the adjacent wall became a transparent cell. Inside, a Xuron drone snarled and hissed, secured with chains around its neck and arms to shackles on the floor. 
 
    With another nod from the Imperator, a single thin beam of ice blue power snapped from a small antenna in the cell. It impacted centrally, the creature cried out in pain, its blood-curdling screech reverberated around the hall they stood in. A few seconds later, though, the noise stopped. There was nothing left, the Xuron had been obliterated, the shackles dropped and clanged against the stone floor. The gathered audience roared into a rapturous applause at the weapon’s demonstration.  
 
    “This is what we fought for,” the Imperator shouted over the deafening noise of the crowd, “now we, and our newly found allies, have an efficient and effective way of annihilating the threat we all face. It is far from perfect, but work has begun on a larger scale prototype.” 
 
    “I feel like we’ve come full circle,” Sean whispered to Taris, who gave him a questioning look, “never mind.”  
 
    From another door, a scientist dragged a second Xuron out by the throat, holding it safely away with a pole like they were at a zoo.  
 
    “I don’t want to stay for another demonstration,” Taris whispered, “let’s get out of here.” Sean nodded in agreement, but he had one final thing to say. 
 
    “Remulus,” he began, “I’m still angry, I may be angry at you until the day I die, who knows, but I would still like to pass on the invitation to come back with us to the Alexandria, I’m sure the President would love to have a Veterum aboard for diplomatic reasons.”  
 
    She shifted on the spot awkwardly before answering. “Thank you, Sean, you and your crew have done so much for me and my people,” the Xuron screamed in agony and defiance behind them, “but I feel my place is here alongside my people, don’t take this as a never, though, but for now I would like to experience Caladrius again after my period of cryostasis.” 
 
    With only a nod, he shook her hand and turned to walk away. 
 
    “You coming, Zarid?” 
 
    “You bet your horses I’m coming,” he smiled.  
 
    The trio walked away and through the facility until they found themselves back at the busy shuttle port. Captain Nathan leant against a wall puffing on a thick spice cigar. 
 
    “I didn’t know Captains were allowed to smoke,” Sean coughed, Nathan jumped up and threw the stub to one side. 
 
    “Yeah… We’re not,” he smiled. “Had enough of the torture? Me too.” 
 
    “Something like that,” he nodded. “Permission to come aboard?” 
 
    “You and your friends, right?” 
 
    “Yep, this is Zarid, he’s a Fre, and Taris you probably already know.” 
 
    “The more the merrier,” Nathan replied, “come on, let’s get to a shuttle and get back, we won’t be going anywhere for a little while, though, we have some subsystems that need repairs after the beating we took.”  
 
    The Terran shuttle moved through the outer atmosphere and fired her engines in short powerful bursts to catch up with the fleet. They quickly came to their carrier, its huge scale dwarfing their transport vessel.  
 
    “This has to easily be the largest ship in the fleet,” Sean said in awe. 
 
    With a deceleration burn, the shuttle slowly drifted into one of the shielded landing spots along the outside of the vast structure. They touched down and clamps gripped onto the outside of the vessel.  
 
    Captain Nathan shot up and looked back at Sean, “ready? There are a lot of people aboard who want to meet you.” 
 
    “Sure, go ahead.”  
 
    With that, the Captain yanked the large handle up with a heavy clank and pushed the door open. A deckhand ran over with a set of stairs and lined them up.  
 
    The pungent smell of the Human ship rushed into the shuttle, oil, sweat, cleaning solution, all smells he missed, he took a long, deep sniff and let out the breath with a calming smile.  
 
    “I’m finally home,” he said as he pushed himself up out the chair.  
 
    He descended the steep stairs which were more like a ladder and stood for the first time in a while on a Terran ship. The crew stopped in their tracks and froze, staring at the pseudo-celebrity. Sean gave them a quick wave and they went back to their business, chatting amongst themselves at the high-profile presence.  
 
    “All these people know and recognise you?” Zarid asked. 
 
    “Sadly, yeah,” replied Sean.  
 
    “Please, make yourselves at home,” Nathan said, “we are setting up quarters for you now on deck eight, go there, explore the ship, meet the people, you’re free to do as you please.” 
 
    “Your hospitality is most appreciated, Captain,” Taris bowed politely. 
 
    “No need to be so formal, miss, Nathan will do.” 
 
    “Well then, Nathan, thank you, hopefully, we see you again later.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” the Captain smiled as he turned and walked away from the crew. 
 
    Sean wasted no time in following suit and leading the others through the ship. As they headed for the mess hall he was stopped at every corner and asked to sign something, a picture, a worn overall, a personal tablet.  
 
    The three sat down and were waited on by a well-dressed, well-groomed male that bent to their every wish with delight. Sean looked at the condensation rolling down his ice-cold glass of beer, the first drink he had even seen in months, his mouth salivated at the sheer thought of it.  
 
    A large chunk of steak with all the trimmings sat in front of him, crying out for him to dig in, and who was he to disobey? Juices ran from the meat as he sliced into its tender body, it discoloured the large dollop of mashed potatoes as he dipped it in and guided it into his mouth. His eyes rolled back in elation as his taste buds fired off at the delicate taste he longed for.  
 
    A crackle from the overhead tannoy system followed by a dull, low-pitched noise that indicated a ship-wide announcement. “Would Ambassador Sean Maguire report to the bridge.” He looked down at his meal, back up to Taris, down again to his meal and dropped his utensils with a loud clang.  
 
    “I don’t believe that,” he snatched a large mouthful before getting up and forcing himself from the table. “Bag it up Taris.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Doggy bag.” 
 
    “What the hell are you on about?” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” the mess doors closed as he stepped into a lift to the bridge, his mind raced at the possibilities of why he was summoned, it’s nothing he thought, just a warning that we’re heading back to Earth.  
 
    The bridge doors slid open, Captain Nathan walked over with a serious look on his face and greeted him. “Sean, we’ve had an… odd, transmission request for you, we’re not totally sure who it is, but they’ve asked to speak to you, and you only.” 
 
    “O…K…” Sean raised an eyebrow, “where should I sit?”  
 
    Nathan pointed him to a chair in front of a large terminal. A blue light flashed on the console letting him know he had an incoming comms request, with a shrug he pressed lightly down on it until a completely black screen flashed up. 
 
    “Sean here.” 
 
    “Help me s-s-Sean, I need help,” the male voice hissed. Sean turned and faced the Captain who leant down, intrigued. 
 
    “Who is this? How do you have access to this protected channel?” 
 
    “Help me!” the voice shouted angrily, “you cannot let me down…”  
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow and spun in his seat. “Alright, which one of you is messing with me?” he asked, looking around at the crew. 
 
    “No one is playing with you, s-s-Sean,” the man said in a deep, raspy voice, “do you not recognise an old friend?” Sean sat up, his mind went over everything he heard, an old friend? Who? “Can’t say I do,” he replied, “maybe if you reveal yourself things might be a little clearer.” 
 
    The man’s laugh was wheezy, “anything for you…”  
 
    Another light flashed beside him, it was an incoming video call. He pressed it lightly and watched the screen as it attempted to connect. With a buzz, the clear image flashed into life. Sean’s heart dropped as the image smoothed. 
 
    “Fez…” he whispered.  
 
    Stood on screen was his former Captain. His face had been corrupted, black veins ran underneath his skin away from his deep, yellow eyes. His skin was crusted and cracked as if it were drying out and scales had begun to form across his forehead. 
 
    “The very same,” Fez grinned, “how nice to see you again.” 
 
    “What happened to you? Where are you? I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    “That scratch was more than a death sentence for me, s-s-Sean, it was a chance at rebirth, a chance to see things from a… different perspective,” he cackled. 
 
    “But… why? … How?” asked Sean, perplexed, “I watched you die.” 
 
    “You saw nothing!” Fez snapped. He covered his mouth and coughed up a black mucus that stuck to his hand. “With the Mar’Ell and its crew gone, what did I have left?” 
 
    “You had us Fez, US.” 
 
    “You!?” he laughed, “where will you get me? I’m exactly where I want to be.” Sean had nothing to say, he watched on as the shell of a man he used to know spoke to him.  “Speechless?” Fez asked, “not the first time I suppose, you were always a little slow on the uptake.” 
 
    “We can rebuild the Mar’Ell, clone her crew, you can be in command again! Fez! Why…?” They went silent, the corrupted Captain watched his old friends sorrow with a wide grin. 
 
    “My call was not just to gloat, Sean, there is something I have to show you.”  
 
    The Captain stepped aside from his camera. Behind him, a large staging area was painted brown with legions of Xuron soldiers that marched towards massive transport ships. 
 
    Other ships roared into the sky with a deep green flame burning brightly from their rear exhausts. The horizon was filled with an armada of battle-ready vessels each darting about towards their staging zones.  
 
    The view flickered to space above the planet. Hundreds of ships waited in orbit. Smaller vessels swarmed towards them at speed and docked. Once more, the view flickered back to the ground forces that waited eagerly. 
 
    “There must be…” Sean began. 
 
    “Hundreds-of-thousands, millions, give or take,” they heard Fez’s voice from off camera. The sky was littered with the sight of Xuron vessels screaming towards the red sky. “It’s an invasion force, Sean,” he cackled loudly. There was another moment of silence before his corrupted face reappeared in the camera’s view. A sickening wry smile slowly spread across his blackening lips as he stifled his maniacal laughter.  
 
    “Expect us.” 
 
      
 
    --- Transmission End --- 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Notes 
 
      
 
    Well, here it is, book two… 
 
    It’s been an amazing time writing it and has sparked so many secondary ideas that have already made their way into the book three and side projects, more news on those at a later date, though! 
 
    So, we saw Sean torn from his idea of hell at the start of the book and thrown into a totally new situation with him now being the one introducing his race to a new species – The Veterum. A lot happened with Remulus and her home nation and seeds were sewn future novels to expand upon with some interesting ideas already on the drawing board for books well beyond the upcoming third release. We were witness to “Fez” showing up at the end of the book, transformed and corrupted by those he so despised, hopefully there are some questions you have about that but don’t worry, book three will do a lot to answer them all (hopefully!).  
 
    As for housekeeping, though. The as of yet unnamed third release is due in March 2018, I’m working hard to get it done and as of writing this, I’m close to finishing it – Really close. It will go through a month of editing and a further few weeks of rewrites and minor edits before being released on Amazon. Be sure to subscribe to my mailing list at www.jscrouch.com or follow me on twitter @JSCrouchBooks to make sure you’re kept up to date about upcoming releases and the latest news and special offers about my work. 
 
    Lastly, and easily most importantly, is a thank you to all who have read. Without your feedback and encouragement I wouldn’t be in this position today on the eve of my second release and a couple of months out from my third. Even a year ago it would have been completely alien to me and those around me just saying that, it’s a testament to how funny life can be sometimes. So, again, a massive thanks to everyone who has read the book, you make this all possible and worthwhile and your readership means more than my meagure writing skills could possibly articulate.  
 
    Cheers, 
 
    Joe 
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