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 1
DIRE TIMES 
 
      
 
    A thick layer of snow covered every surface within the large, towering city. It’s crystalline structure gently glistened in the dim morning Sun as it clung onto the sides of tall office buildings.  
 
    Leana, nine-years-old today and wearing her new red and white polka dot dress, pushed through the knee-high, for her, snow. She was disorientated. Lost. She tried to scream but the words wouldn’t leave her mouth. A loud ringing in her ears dulled her senses as she looked around with blurred vision. Shadowy figures zipped past her, but none paid her any attention.  
 
    A liquid streaked down her puffy, slightly chubby face. She wiped it away and looked down. Her fingers were covered with a bright red blood that trickled to her palm. She wiped away the blood from her other eye and watched as people passed her by without a second thought, stampeding towards a destination unknown. 
 
    She waddled aimlessly from side-to-side, pushing through the deep snow. In waves, her hearing started to return.  First came crunching of the snow as panicked feet compacted it down. Next was her heartbeat, it thumped wildly, trying its best to punch out from its cage and escape. But the final sound to return was unmistakable to anyone who had lived on the planet in the last few weeks.  
 
    Deathly screams and fearful wailing washed over her in a cacophony of emotion. Loud alarms screeched from every street light, an alarm she had been well instructed on in newly appointed ‘civil defence classes’ at school. When you hear the cry, get underground and keep dry the teacher, Ms Martinez, used to say.  
 
    “Mum!” Leana cried, her voice was hoarse from the dust which slowly crept along the streets. “Mum!” she cried once more.  
 
    She dropped to her knees and screamed out in pain, holding her head wound. Tears rolled down her face as she cried. But she was soon snapped out of it by the crackling sound that came from above. 
 
     The atmosphere was awash with brilliant flashes of greens and blues as Terran, Xuron, and Ioution fighters exchanged fire. Beyond them, beyond the atmosphere, the usual deep blue of the sky was split in two by large concussive explosions that tore across the heavens.  
 
    But that wasn’t her only concern. Streaking towards her was a large bolt of plasma fired from orbit. It’s uncontained, wispy appearance was also taught to her in school – But far more bluntly. 
 
    “RUN!” she screamed as she scrambled about to get her footing, slipping on the newly settled snow. With two hands, she grabbed onto the street light and pulled herself up. The air the plasma moved through cracked like thunder as it closed upon the densely-populated city.  
 
    Leana pushed herself and joined the stampeding horde. She was pushed around because of her size, it was everyone for themselves as the orbital bombardment from the Xuron just happened to choose their city this time, earlier in the week it had been others.  
 
    She bounced around like a disused ball floating on the tides of the ocean, she couldn’t get a stable breath and clawed for every morsel of oxygen she could. Her muscles screamed out in pain, they were battered and assaulted from every direction, but she couldn’t let up now. Instead, with her quick wits, she threw her humanity aside and stuck out a leg.  
 
    A man, dressed head to toe in an expensive black suit, tripped over and tumbled to his side, he lashed out and tried to grab onto anything to keep himself up, but it was no use. Instead, he grabbed onto the loose clothes of two others and dragged them down with him. Now she had a bit of space around her, she sucked in a deep breath and held on tightly to the flaps of a women’s suit who clogged along in front of her in high-heels.  
 
    The panicked crowd turned in the only direction they were allowed on the intersection, two of the roads had been blocked off with large, stone barriers to funnel any invasion force into a kill zone. But as they turned the corner the loud engines of the military vehicles roared to life. 
 
    “Get back!” one stressed officer stood in front of the fortifications shouted. Spotlights from the two towers either side of the blockade circled over the crowd, blinding everyone who tried to look at what was going on. 
 
    “We need to get through!” one man shouted, “we need shelter!”. 
 
    “Yeah! Come on!” a young sounding woman yelled.  
 
    “We cannot let you through this way,” the officer raised his voice over the angry crowd, “this is a protected zone, there is strictly no…”  
 
    The man was cut off as the huge plasma bolt cast its shadow over the mass of people. Leana screamed which set off everyone else around her who begun to panic. Then, with a sudden surge of energy, the horde rushed forwards.  
 
    Civilians started to climb the military fortifications, the soldiers looked on at their officers with wide eyes, unsure what to do. A young Captain, obviously terrified, pulled his pistol and pointed it at an elderly lady in the crowd. 
 
    “Move anymore and I’ll shoot!” he shouted. The crowd fell silent, but the man furthest up the tall wall paid no attention and continued to climb. “I’ll do it!” the officer shouted once more, and once more the man paid no attention. Leana turned and saw the bolt of plasma begin to blow out the sky. 
 
    She tugged at the women’s suit and said, “we have to go, look,” she pointed towards the incoming bombardment.  
 
    The women nodded and without hesitation charged forwards, pushing others out of her way but soon froze with the loud bang which soon echoed. Everything went deathly silent, a wind ripped between the buildings as the plasma started to push the air down and condense it.  
 
    In front of Leana, an elderly lady fell backwards and slumped to the floor with a neat hole bored through her skull. 
 
    “NO!” Leana wailed.  
 
    That was all the justification they needed, and in unison, the angry mob pushed forwards and assaulted the guards who were unlucky enough to be stationed on the north side of the wall. Punches were thrown as people were crushed up against the tall barricade. Men and women climbed over one another, pushing them back down to the ground to escape their inevitable fate.  
 
    Leana was thrown around like a rag doll before she was knocked to the ground. The beating of feet on her back was chaotic. Air was forced from her lungs as she laid there helpless. She looked up through a forest of legs and saw a woman in black piercing out through the crowd, wailing towards her with a single outstretched arm.  
 
    Leana, with all her remaining strength, tried to raise an arm, she fought against the shock that rushed through her extremities. Their fingers touched for a moment, the contact was the only thing she could hold onto. 
 
    But everything soon went silent. That was apart from the burning inferno that was mere metres from the ground. 
 
    She didn’t have time for a breath. No time for a thanking glance to the stranger, who with their last act of life tried to help the downtrodden. No, instead her world turned a bright green, the pressure of the air pushed everyone to the ground. She screamed, but no noise came out.  
 
    And then it was over.  
 
    The bolt of plasma smashed into the city. Buildings were ripped from their foundations. Organic material disintegrated leaving only a black sooty stain as fire raged through the outer districts 
 
    But for the innocent, it was over. There would be no remains to be buried nor cremated. No final resting place family could visit. Leana, and everyone around her were lost to the winds of time as their lives came to an abrupt, painless end. Only to live on in the memories of those who survived. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sean sat alone in one of the many observational rooms aboard the TEF Vanguard. Shadows from the room flickered in and out of existence as the overhead lights struggled to stay online. He looked out the window which wrapped around the room. Earth sat there, alone like him, in all its marble-like glory as a fierce battle raged above her.  
 
    A stray bolt of plasma pierced through the thick outer atmosphere of the planet below. There was nothing he could do, and it made him loathe his own existence. It came crashing down onto one of the many cities dotted about the vast, ecologically diverse world. The plume of destruction was visible from space as a green sphere of hot gases superheated its impacted environment and blew the remnants up to the sky. 
 
    "Damn..." he sighed as his head dropped, he looked down at the corrugated, dark blue metal floor, "I wish I could do more."  
 
    The air was still, a hot smell wafted off from the overworked pipes and veins that sat overhead. He felt powerless and unneeded. A barrage of missiles streaked away from the Vanguard and headed towards a lone Xuron destroyer in the distance. But they soon vanished into the vastness of space, leaving him like everyone and everything else had.  
 
    It had been a testing couple of months for Earth and her colonies. The attack that assaulted her was the second this week and they were becoming increasingly frequent as the Xuron armada grew in ambition. The situation was the same across the galactic community. Worlds fell easily as the Ioution defences were stretched to their limits. The result seemed inevitable. 
 
    “All hands, prepare for…” the voice over the ship-wide comms was cut off as a bolt of plasma impacted the ship’s shielding leaving a green vapour to drift through space.  
 
    Sean was thrown from his seated position by the concussive forces which rippled through the ship’s hull. Feeling sorry for himself, he pushed himself up and sat against the bench. “I suppose I should do something,” he sighed, scratching at his unshaven chin.  
 
    With a hand on the bench, he pushed against every fibre of his being which wanted him to just sit there and rot, fading away into the obscurity he so craved. But it was this resilience which had gotten him this far, to give up now would go against what it meant to be Human, it was his duty to protect those on the ground, a duty he took seriously. 
 
    He brushed off his navy-blue jumpsuit, pulled the laces of his heavy black boots tighter and stood up straight, forcing some pride into his stance. 
 
    “Right,” he said, “where was I?”  
 
    As he walked, another blast impacted the ship, but he was used to it, this time his body’s balance compensated on the fly and kept him relatively upright.  
 
    The heavy twin doors of the observation room hissed open to reveal the hallway beyond. Its construction was entirely Terran. Battleship grey walls with thick overhead cables looping down from damaged conduits hung into the walkway. Antiquated computers that were desperately trying to reboot flickered along the dim corridor as power was diverted to the shields. It took some getting used to after the comforts of the Mar’Ell, but this was home, at least for now. 
 
    “Sir,” an out-of-breath private nodded as he scrambled past Sean with a box of rattling tools.  
 
    Sean gave a quick salute and a smile, he was happy to be an inspiration to those aboard, how they would react if they found out how inhuman he was… Well, that was a different matter entirely.  
 
    Walking to the bridge brought the realities of war crashing back home. Injured and dead personnel were covered or laid up against the walls triaged and waiting for the exhausted medic or silent corpse man. But he had to keep a level head and hold himself up high for the people around him as much as himself. 
 
    Three rumbles echoed through the walls as their mass drivers launched rounds towards the remaining enemy. It was one of the only comforting sounds aboard.  
 
    After climbing the long set of stairs to deck two, he turned to see the large doors to the bridge were buckled, leaving everyone inside exposed. On the Vanguard, the ‘fleet’ had decided to move the bridge to a more central position within the ship so the structure served as the rib cage protecting the heart. This meant everything was artificial, a notion that was apparent as he squeezed through the small gap between the broken doors. 
 
    The large front viewing screen, which wrapped around the front of the oval-shaped bridge, bore only black and white static as the cameras had been knocked offline. Rows of terminals split in two to allow a cramped walkway to cut between them. The crew sat with their bulky headgear on barking orders to various parts of the ship. Their screens were filled with technical information, information Sean had endeavoured to educate himself on now he had more responsibilities within the fleet.  
 
    “Sean,” Taris gave a wry smile as she spun in her seat near the front of the room.  
 
    Like many others, she was dressed in a baggy navy-blue onesie. Her large purple eyes had lost their sparkle, instead replaced with drooping blue bags under them as her usual purple-grey skin was greyer than ever under the stress.  
 
    “Hey,” Sean placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, “how’s it looking?”  
 
    “Not bad,” she said, turning back to her screen, “they’ve adapted to our missiles and increased manoeuvrability to avoid our kinetic weapons, right now their fighters are more a threat than the actual mothership.”  
 
    “Are we responding?” Sean asked as he turned to the ex-Captain of the TEF Alexandria, Nathan Kelly. 
 
    “Eventually,” the well-built, greying man answered, “we’re keeping our distance, for now, to see what the Alexandria does.” 
 
    “What can’t she do?” Zarid smirked in the corner as he leant up against the bulkhead with crossed arms.  
 
    The Fre had become a mainstay aboard Terran vessels. President Hagen had taken to his charming-yet-cocky attitude as well as the vast wealth of information he provided. To top it off the children of Earth provided him with hours of entertainment as they screamed and ran away playfully in terror at his demonic red eyes and honey mustard skin.  
 
    “That’s a good question,” Sean said as his hand met Zarid’s, “good to see you out from med bay, your implants not giving you any more trouble?” 
 
    “None,” the Fre replied with obvious relief, “your Human doctors adapted well to the alien technology, you’re a resilient bunch, aren’t ya.” 
 
    Sean nodded with pride, “we can be.” 
 
    “Tactical,” Nathan barked, “display the current battle map on my screen.” 
 
    “Aye, Sir.” 
 
    Nathan crossed the bridge and gently lowered his aching bones down into the cushioned Captain’s chair. He sat back with a sigh of relief and pulled around the bulky metal arm beside him to view the screen.  
 
    Sean leant over the Captain, watching as the screen flashed with distance rings and began to populate with all detectable signatures. Vessels in the Terran fleet openly shared their tactical information, so the radar readings of the ships going head-to-head with the Xuron were disseminated through the flotilla.  
 
    “That enemy destroyer sure is taking a beating,” Sean said as he pulled up a seat, “why don’t they just leave?” 
 
    “See here?” Nathan said, pointing towards the scrolling box of information, “this shows our estimates of their damage and systems, this one highlighted in red is their engines.” 
 
    “They’re dead in the water,” Sean couldn’t stop himself from smiling, he wished he was out there torturing away the last remnants of their life. 
 
    “They are,” Nathan nodded, sharing in Sean’s arrogance, “although their weapons are still potent, the IFV Gouron is seeing to those, though.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the Ioutions even kept a ship here, they have bigger problems to manage than ours.” 
 
    “True,” Nathan admitted, “but their support is welcome none-the-less,” he said, leaning around the monitor to give a respectful nod to Taris who was pretending not to listen. 
 
    “Sir, increased activity from the destroyer, looks as if they held something in reserve,” the tactical officer yelled over the booming sound of the mass drivers.  
 
    A white line of static travelled from left to right across Nathan’s tactical display, in its wake updated information was pushed to the screen. 
 
    “Holy hell,” Sean said, “that’s a lot of Xuron fighters.”  
 
    The area around the destroyer was filled with small red signatures, with every screen update their numbers grew and their formation tightened. Nathan reached above him to the black, old-timely phone which was lodged in place and made a ship-wide order. 
 
    “All available pilots prepare for launch, I repeat, all available pilots prepare for launch.”  
 
    An orange alarm sounded throughout the ship. The bridge danced with colour as if it were a disco floor as the overhead lights flashed from blue to orange to wake pilots from their mandatory rest and instruct them to get to the hangar.  
 
    “Captain…” Sean said in a low-voice, Nathan knew what he was asking and sighed. 
 
    “No!” Taris yelled as she spun her chair and shot up, “you’re not going anywhere,” she dug a long finger into Sean’s chest, “we’ve lost enough…” 
 
    Sean grabbed her hands and held them in his own. He looked her in the eyes and kissed her delicately on the lips. 
 
    “I have to,” he said softly, “It’s my duty… It’s my world.” 
 
    Taris pulled away and frowned, “but the battle’s already won! They don’t need you getting in the way, the loss of the war’s poster boy would demoralise the planet even more than it already is.” 
 
    “And what if that poster boy didn’t answer his call of duty?” Sean added, “I have to, don’t worry, I’ll be back for movie night later, I promise.”  
 
    With a noncommittal shrug, she nodded and returned to her seat. He felt bad for her, he was the only real thing she had in her life, her father was M.I.A and everyone else around her was still getting used to her alien presence.  
 
    Sean raced through the ship towards the hangar deck, occasionally stopping and viewing maps of its innards to get his bearings. With both hands, he grabbed the outer lock of the door and cranked it up with a satisfying mechanical clank. The door freely swung inwards to reveal the vast, open space of the hangar. 
 
    Four sets of magnetic rails ran along the ceiling, each with their own trolley system. Sean stood on the gangway above the action, watching as pilots and mechanics danced around each other as if it were a colony of ants. Missiles were clipped to the underside of wings and newly charged capacitors clicked tightly into their holdings for the energy and plasma weapons. 
 
    “Sean Maguire, reporting for duty,” he said, standing beside an overworked lady in a baggy orange jumpsuit.  
 
    She turned and stared at him with beautiful almond shaped brown eyes that widened as they recognised the Ambassador. She turned her back, looked around the hangar and looked at Sean once again. 
 
    “No class fives left, sonny, you’re stuck with a rickshaw,” she said as deadpan as one could as she slammed a helmet into his gut.  
 
    A rickshaw was the derogatory term the pilots had given the older class-IV’s for how unreliable and fragile they were compared to the newer, and far more capable, class-V, or ‘Scimitar.’ 
 
    “Really? God, damn it,” Sean groaned, “fine, whatever, give me that,” he said as he took the helmet and slid it over his head, feeling as if the smaller size was going to push his brains out from his ears.  
 
    He walked across the bay and past the excited faces of new pilots as they climbed into their Scimitars.  
 
    “Really?” Sean grumbled to himself, “this is it?” 
 
    “Sure is, honey,” an upbeat, freckle-faced woman chirped beside him, clasping him on the shoulder as she spoke, “a ‘beaut, isn’t she?”  
 
    “She’s something alright…” he sighed inwardly, more amazed by how her red hair shone like a lighthouse in the bright lights. 
 
    “Well, why doncha hop on up and we’ll getcha strapped in and ready for coupling,” she said winking and pulling over a set of stairs. 
 
    Sean scrambled up and into the cockpit where he wedged himself into place. The technology within was borderline archaic. Newer tech had been spliced into the system to give them some updated functionality, but it was nothing more than a stop gap. 
 
    “This will be able to tell friend from foe… right?” Sean asked, only half-jokingly. 
 
    “Oh, you Earth boys are so silly,” she smiled, pulling away a large red hose from the rear of his ship as she refuelled. She climbed up the stairs and leant over into the cockpit. “Y'all be fine,” she said, clamping the belts down tightly against Sean’s stomach, “after all, you are a hero, right?” she smirked. 
 
    “How could I forget,” he replied, trying his best to not look to his left as she leant into the ship.  
 
    “Well, you’re good to go,” she stood up straight, smiling, “good huntin’!” 
 
    The cockpit canopy slowly closed until an airtight lock was formed. Basic holographic images flashed into existence on the front window displaying all relevant information.  
 
    After a few moments of waiting the ship was rocked by a large magnetic clamp gripping his vessel. He was lifted off the ground and to the ceiling of the hangar. He skated along the magnetic rails above, a hatch opened within the wall in front of him to reveal a black chamber. 
 
    Once inside he came to a halt as the door closed behind him. The air suddenly grew colder as jets of air and chemicals washed over his ship. A second, inner door soon opened and he was pulled through. The ship was spun in place and gently lowered down onto a launch rail that locked in place with a reassuring, hefty clunk. 
 
    The retaining clamp disappeared back into the holding room and the door closed behind it. Sean sat impatiently in the pitch-black tunnel, waiting for something, anything to happen.  
 
    The tunnel suddenly exploded into colour as red beacons flashed rhythmically revealing the magnetic railing the fighter sat on. Power surged beneath the Class IV as supercooled magnetic poles pulled him into his seat. At the end of the tunnel, the hatch slowly split in two to reveal the black void that waited for him beyond the comfort and safety of the ship. 
 
    He took in a long, calming breath and focussed on a white number that flashed through the darkness and begun counting down. Gripping tightly to the flight stick he clenched his teeth and waited, he had experienced it before and knew it was single most exciting yet terrifying thing a pilot could experience. 
 
    Five. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Two. 
 
    At one the noise coming from the railing was almost deafening. Sean blinked and before he knew it G-forces pushed him back into his seat as he accelerated along the rail. Bulkheads flashed past him in a blur as he was thrust from the Vanguard’s launch tube and catapulted into battle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2
BACK TO BASICS 
 
      
 
    The man stood alone in his chambers. Its organic construction typically Xuron. The walls were an oil-painting of greens and deep blacks that moved with the large pores within its breathing structure. 
 
    He stepped to his side, the floor squelching as he did, and picked up the tight-fitting, deep-blue gown and draped it over his undergarments. Out the perfectly circular, stretched-skin porthole of his room was the vibrant atmosphere of the planet their ship sat in orbit of. With a smile, he adjusted the flowing fabric of his overgarment and stepped towards the entangled vines which made up the door. 
 
    With a wet slurping sound that would have unnerved the most resilient person they receded back into the walls and allowed him to step out into the corridor. He had become used to the malformed appearance of those around him. Their broken, scaly brown skin and quad set of small, insect-like wings was typical for most drones. Sets of scales floated independently across their chest and face on a layer of gelatinous green mucus. 
 
    "Pzzt-pssh," one of the lowly drones 'said' as it rushed past the man standing in his doorway. Their natural tongue was still foreign to him, but he was learning. Instead, soldiers and priests had adapted to a language his translator could understand, but the drones were still not evolved enough to learn. 
 
    The corridor was much like his chambers. Thick black veins that seemed painted into the crackled green flesh of the walls pulsed as a viscous fluid flowed through the ship powering its main systems.  
 
    He was an outsider to everyone aboard. A half-breed. His kind was rare, but not unheard of amongst the Xuron ranks. People like him were valued often for their inside knowledge of the society they had been assimilated from. Most Xuron that were reformed and changed from their base race lost all memories in the process, but not him, his memories of Desciea, the Ioution homeworld, were as clear as if they had happened the day before.  
 
    The corridors expanded and retracted as the very fabric of the ship breathed. He lacked the natural physical prowess the Xuron had acquired, so many forms of traversing the ship were impossible for him.  
 
    Ascending the vine construction of the stairs alone, running his scaled, darkening palm along the perfectly smooth capillary which made up the bannister, he smiled. He smiled at where he was, where he had come from, and where he was going. The Xuron had plans in action that would change the galaxy forever and he was a central figure in all of it – these were exciting times for him. 
 
    “Terpilih.”  
 
    He turned to see an ageing Xuron priest, her scales moved slower than her younger counterparts. She wore a hooded red robe that covered her body. Her wings had been clipped as a sign of her devotion to the pursuit of perfection and their version of a higher power. 
 
    “Demi-priest Kha’la,” the man bowed respectfully, “what can I do for you? I have pressing matters at hand.” 
 
    “A higher power calls for an audience,” she said, her voice raspy and broken as her voice box attempted to vocalise Kesken, the easiest and most basic language within the galaxy. 
 
    “Is that so?” he replied, “where must I go?” 
 
    “To the royal chamber,” the priest said, stepping aside. He hesitated for a moment, understanding that the gesture was far from an invitation and more of a demand, a demand that would quickly turn against him if he refused the audience. 
 
    “Very good,” he eventually said, forcing a fake smile through his gritted, sharp teeth. With a nod, he passed the priest, unnerved by her dark raven eyes and intense glare.  
 
    The walk to the chambers was uneventful. He stood outside the towering vine doors and waited, adjusting his gown and thinning crop of dark blue hair.  
 
    Eventually, the vines began to recede into their alcoves. They were tangled together to form an impenetrable barrier so their removal was painfully slow. One by one they twisted, contorting in all directions and the semi-sentient blockade vanished into the wall.  
 
    Before him was an honour guard of heavily armoured soldiers. These were the elite units of the High Priest, so-called Kalifa’s, they stood stalwart, staring towards him with blank, mindless expressions as they gripped their long-barrelled plasma rifles. Their scales glowed a dull yellow and formed a hardened outer shell. With two large insect-like wings folded on their backs, opaque eyes burnt a bright red as they stared at him. 
 
    The man took a single step into the chamber, but before he got far every weapon within the room was trained on him, fizzing and pulsing as they built a charge. 
 
    “Stop,” a voice boomed from the rear of the extravagant hall, “he may enter.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Behind him, the vine door snapped closed as they entwined to reform the door. He advanced slowly through the honour guard until his saviour came into view. He sat atop a set of rounded steps. He was smaller, sleeker than the average Xuron. His huge, flowing red gown flowed to the ground around his breathing throne of pulsing green vines.  
 
    “It’s always nice to see you,” the High Priest spoke, his humanoid features were apparent albeit corrupted, “you’re breaking away from your Var’Un roots nicely I see.” 
 
    The man stopped and got to one knee, “I only wish to please,” he said before being ushered to his feet. 
 
    “So, how are you finding your new chambers, Feghouli,” the priest smiled. 
 
    Fez shifted on the spot, he was nervous and in the presence of a self-professed deity. “They are more than adequate, I am forever indebted to you,” Fez spoke calmly. 
 
    “Good, good…” the priest trailed off, “I hear your last mission was a rousing success.”  
 
    Fez’s back straightened at the compliment, he gave a wry smile before answering. “The colony posed no threat to our might, Zao’Ren, the Xuron forces will convert or destroy all who oppose us.” 
 
    “Yes…” Zao’Ren trailed off, bored at repeatedly hearing the same message from his subordinates who wished to please, “but tell me about it, I want to know how it felt.” 
 
    Fez raised a greying blue eyebrow, “how it felt?” he asked, confused with what the High Priest was asking, “It felt righteous, smiting the lesser lives of those who are a scourge on what is rightfully ours.” 
 
    Zao’Ren sighed, it wasn’t the answer he was looking for, but he brushed it off, he was used to it, used to the same old clichéd remarks and unoriginal delusions of grandeur. “Why does everyone around me lack perspective,” Zao’Ren said under his breath, shifting in his seat as his temper grew. 
 
    “I’m not sure…” Fez began.  
 
    “Do not interrupt me, Feghouli,” he barked, raising to his feet, “you have promise but are far from what I desire, you are nothing but another drone, in time, maybe you’ll become more, but do not dare to think you can question me.”  
 
    Fez bit his lip, there was so much he wanted to say, so much he wanted to do, but he would be dead within seconds, so with a respectful bowing of the head he apologised. Zao’Ren slumped back into his vine throne and let out a sigh as he calmed himself. 
 
    A cold silence descended upon the halls. Fez looked around awkwardly, waiting for the priest to say something, instead, he broke the dead air. “We have the hive leader of clan Gu’rk arriving today,” Fez said, “It is most impressive how you have brought the fractured Xuron society together into a shared collective, especially getting Gu’rk herself to listen.” 
 
    Zao’Ren lifted his head from his hands, his thin face and drowsy eyes made him look malnourished, but he was far from it, Fez knew Zao’Ren’s strength was in his mind rather than his body so chose his words carefully. 
 
    “Yes, I am rather proud of that one,” Zao’Ren admitted, nodding to himself appreciating his own achievement, “although what they ask may shift the discourse away from us and towards them, something I am not entirely happy about.” 
 
    “Outside of the collective they have the largest military, it is not something we can ignore, an alliance between our two clans would be beneficial,” Fez spoke up. 
 
    “Quite,” Zao’Ren answered. “Anyway,” he smiled, shifting forwards to the edge of his seat, “I have a gift for you.”  
 
    With a double clap of his hands, a vine door off the side of the room snapped open. Through it came two Xuron juggernauts, a new breeding strain within the clan. They were tall, their shoulders were so broad they needed to shift and wiggle through the frame of the door. Two of them walked through, their bulky mass of muscles flexed uncontrollably as they moved.  
 
    Between them was a well-dressed Ioution male. His deep blue gown flowed freely and its graceful filigree inlay was unmistakable, marking him as an intermediary for the lesser council of elders.  
 
    The Xuron juggernauts stood either side of Zao’Ren and dropped the Ioution to his knees.  
 
    “Please, just let me…” he pleaded before a vicious punch was brought down onto his spine. The councillor dropped to the floor and groaned. He was old. His hair was greying, and his bones were brittle, too much punishment and he wouldn’t see the end of the day. 
 
    “Do you know him, Feghouli?” Zao’Ren asked, he tried to hide the hissing in his voice as it showed his common roots, but the anger and hatred he felt towards the Ioutions always brought it out of him. 
 
    Fez got to one knee and pushed the councillor’s head up with a single spindly finger. He grabbed his chin and turned his head from side to side, inspecting the shallow tribal markings carved deep into his skin. 
 
    “He’s former Ioution intelligence,” Fez said before discarding the man to one side. 
 
    “Oh?” Zao’Ren questioned, “how do you know?” 
 
    “The markings engraved on his face, they’re from the removal of implants.” 
 
    Zao’Ren nodded his approval at learning something new before shuffling back into his seat.  
 
    “What do you plan on doing with him?” Fez asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Feghouli, what do you think we should do with him? How does his imprisonment make you feel?” 
 
    Fez looked down at the pathetic yet stalwart Ioution who matched his gaze. The disgust in the councillor’s eyes was obvious, he looked down on Fez as nothing more than traitor to his own kind. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” Fez eventually replied, “this lifeform is below me, I have no desire to expend energy in contemplating its existence.”  
 
    “Well then,” Zao’Ren gave a toothy smile as he stood, “take this.”  
 
    He pushed his gown aside to reveal an antique sword sheathed by his side. Zao’Ren wrapped his hand around its handle and gently pulled it out and held it towards Fez. Its craftsmanship was exquisite. The hilt was made from a metal which refracted the light within its crystal-like structure, a large red jewel was firmly fixed within its pommel and the blade was a clean, clinical white. 
 
    Fez held out a hand as a guard took the weapon and handed it to him. He examined it quietly, judging its weight and balance before nodding his approval to the High Priest.  
 
    “This is a fine weapon,” Fez admitted, “It’s materials are exotic, almost otherworldly.”  
 
    Zao’Ren stepped from his throne and silently circled Fez before stopping beside him. “I want you to execute him,” he hissed into Fez’s ear, “show me your loyalty.” 
 
    The councillor spat on Fez’s boots, “you are a disgrace to our ancestors,” he barked, “wait until the High Council hear…” Feghouli brought the blade down into the back of his neck. The edge was lodged between the vertebrae, but a dark blue blood soon trickled out from the wound and along the blade’s edge. Gasping for breath as if a fish out of water, the councillor fell to his side, gargling on the pool of blood which started to build up within his throat and lungs. 
 
    “Very good,” Zao’Ren smiled, “very good indeed.” 
 
    Fez looked down, watching on at the man he had just killed. He felt no guilt, no shame, he didn’t feel any remorse for what he had just done. This was his life now, but it wasn’t a life he was completely content with. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sean’s fighter beeped and squealed as its systems struggled to come online. He didn’t feel entirely comfortable in the rust bucket he had been assigned but he knew he had to make do.  
 
    One after the other, signatures populated the flat screen built into the dashboard. The battle was all but won. A single Xuron craft remained but out of it spawned a swarm of fighters that protected the deadly transports which headed for Earth.  
 
    “Alright then,” Sean said as he fiddled with the array of large, clunky knobs and buttons that arced around him, “let’s do this.”  
 
    With both hands on the wobbly flight stick, he pushed forwards. Two bright blue flames roared out the back of the fighter, its entire construction violently vibrated as he accelerated. 
 
    Beside him flew his support – Other pilots who were joining the fray late. He looked over and saw the modern, nimble Scimitar-V’s. Their elegant design and powerful array of weapons always sent a tingle down his spine, someday he would command a squadron of his own… someday.  
 
    “Nice to see you join us, ambassador,” a voice chirped over the radio, it was distorted and grainy as the old tech deciphered the bandwidth and wavelengths the advanced comms worked on.  
 
    “Is that you, carrot-top?” Sean smiled, looking side to side to see if he could see the fiery ginger hair of his friend. 
 
    “What other friends do you have?” he asked, “are you cheating on me with someone better?” 
 
    “Who could be better?” Sean laughed. To his right, a Terran fighter slipped in beside him and through his transparent helmet, Harry’s explosive head of hair was obvious. 
 
    “Who put you in that junker?” Harry snorted as he laughed, “you must’a pissed off someone.” 
 
    “A chef never blames his tools,” Sean replied before slamming down hard on the accelerator to get away from his friend. But it was no use, the dual-drive of the newer fifth-class easily matched its speed and pulled alongside. 
 
    “That’s enough you two, keep comms clear for combat chatter from now on, we engage in five minutes,” an angry voice barked over the radio. Sean looked over at Harry and banked his wings left and right, chuckling to himself. 
 
    In front of them, the melee of Terran and Xuron fighters exchanged fire. Around him, the tips of the nightshade-IV missiles that hung under the wings of all the modern Scimitars begun to glow a bright, piercing blue. Their warheads were easily customisable to any situation whether you needed a cluster of missiles, a phasic warhead or just a regular, blue-collar explosion, it could manage it. 
 
    “This is routine,” the squadron leader said, “just do exactly what we’ve been doing the last couple of months and it’ll all be over within the hour.”  
 
    A chorus of replies came over the radio. Sean settled back into his seat just as a blaring red alarm filled his cockpit. 
 
    “Proximity alert,” the robotic female voice repeated. Sean peered all around him searching for what his sensors detected, but he couldn’t see anything against the dark backdrop of his surroundings.  
 
    “God damned stupid…” he was cut off as a large chunk of spinning debris slammed into his hull.  
 
    “Warning, warning, damage sustained,” came the female voice once more.  
 
    He was rocked in his seat, only saved by his quick reflexes as he grabbed onto the flight stick which made the fighter pull out of formation. He heard a low, gaseous hiss coming from within as his air supply escaped into space. Frantically, he searched for the micropuncture but couldn’t find anything. 
 
    “Where are you?” he whispered to himself as he tried to remain quiet to pinpoint its exact location.  
 
    It was the spiralling procession of minute dust particles in the old cockpit that gave away the puncture’s position. With a single hand behind his chair, he fumbled around within the assortment of junk in his toolbox. He pulled out a small, bronze tin and opened it up. With the tip of his finger, he dug it deep into the white putty and smeared it over the microfracture. He knew his job was complete once the oxygen levels on his HUD began to climb back to normal 
 
    “Phew,” he said, wiping his brow, “there’s debris everywhere.”  
 
    Out the cockpit was a glimmering field of metals and polymers from previous battles. Space stations, combat vessels, and civilian ships all were laid to rest here, it had become a graveyard for Ioution and Xuron alike. 
 
    Accelerating hard, they gained distance on the Xuron fighters which had broken away from the main engagement and headed directly for Earth. Around him, the long-range armaments on the fifth-classes spooled into life. First, the nightshade missiles dropped from their holdings and boosted away creating a blinding sea of thrusters as the armaments smartly co-ordinated their targets.  
 
    In the distance, Xuron craft disappeared in explosions of blue as the missiles connected with their targets. Thick pools of a viscous green liquid floated away from the wreckages and drifted like oil-slicks in space.  
 
    Sean had to rely on his sensors as he scanned the horizon for anything his short-range weapons could target. They were on the darker side of Earth so his sensors and others weapons fire were the only way he could see what was happening.  
 
    The squadron suddenly broke away from him. The fighters expelled out large plumes of flame and distorted the space around them as they made sharp turns in every direction. Before Sean could react a Xuron fighter screamed above his cockpit, the ship’s purple exhaust trail washed over him and obscured his vision. 
 
    “Holy crap!” he shouted, ducking, “how did you not pick that up!” he moaned while slamming a palm into the side of the console.  
 
    With a little incentive, a low, constant beep came from within his helmet. The tracking marker danced about across his HUD before snapping onto a signature. He quickly pulled the ageing the fighter to the right and pressed his finger down hard on the trigger. 
 
    Two blasters dropped from the belly of the craft attached to an arm that swivelled and moved, tracking the target. The two turrets began to glow a bright blue before firing in sequence. Beams of energy lanced out scorching past the Xuron target as it banked around in an evasive manoeuvre. 
 
    “Damn,” Sean groaned, “I need more.”  
 
    Once again, he pulled hard on the flight stick to get the twisting fighter in his firing arc. Energy beams lanced through space smashing into the enemy ship causing it to glow white-hot as it tried to dissipate the energy. But with another hit the beam of energy cut through its outer armour, splitting it in two and leaving the separate parts to drift away. 
 
    “Yeah!” Sean yelled, “still got it.” 
 
    “Lucky shot,” Harry replied through the static.  
 
    With a quick glance at his radar, Sean noticed the transporters were closing in on Earth. He accelerated away from the skirmish and pursued what he deemed the real threat.  
 
    The transports were slow, their large, elongated mass had four engines on its rear that pushed the bulky structure along. Its top was covered with a layer of spikes, but Sean knew better, he knew they were sophisticated communications and sensor arrays.  
 
    Without warning, he was rocked to his side as a bolt of plasma splashed against his hull. The air inside grew scorching hot before the atmospheric systems compensated. A flat beep told him that he was safe to fire. Sequentially, the two turrets unleashed their rounds and ripped the ambushing Xuron fighter apart. 
 
    “I’m impressed with this old crate,” Sean said over the radio as he checked fuel and weapons loads. 
 
    “She still packs a punch,” Harry agreed.  
 
    In the distance, two of the transports came into view. Sweat dripped down from his brow as he drew near. This had become routine for most of the flight crew, but for him, it was still a privilege to get stuck into the action and not sit behind a mountain of paper at his desk on Earth.  
 
    Xuron fighters buzzed around the larger ships like bees around a hive creating an almost impenetrable defensive wall. Sean closed in on his target as superheated wreckage from the battle span lazily into the atmosphere. The debris field burnt like a sea of shooting stars, a testament to the now fully operational mass drivers on the ground.  
 
    “I’m not gonna let you go alone,” Harry said as he pulled alongside with his weapons sparking off excess energy as the capacitors quickly depleted.  
 
    “The more the merrier,” Sean smiled.  
 
    The pair broke away from each other and started their assault on the escort. Sean’s weapons cut across space disabling fighter after fighter as they bunched around the transports, protecting them at all costs. But the sheer destructive power of the Scimitar-V always left him in awe. Harry raced over the top tight formation of Xuron unleashing his dual blasters, they spit out small projectiles that tore holes deep into the vessels. Two blue streaks arced away from the mass of ships before turning sharply and circling back around. The twin explosion of two nightshade missiles detonating from within the Xuron ranks lit up the dark sky for a moment as they tore holes deep into their ranks. 
 
    “Woo! Hell yeah!” Harry cheered over the radio. 
 
    “Great shooting…” Sean was cut off as a large chunk of wreckage slammed into the rear of his ship and sent him crashing forward, slamming his head against the console. His vision was blurred, and the usual sound of the engines was nothing more than a distant sputtering.  
 
    Warning… warning… he heard, he raised his head as his entire world span, engine failure, auto restart protocols are offline. 
 
    “Sean!” Harry’s voice pierced through his headset. He fought off the desire to sleep as flashing lights in the cockpit warned of his impending fate. 
 
    Without power, he floated freely through space. Earth came and went as he drifted away from the fight. Buttons on the console didn’t respond, he flicked and pulled at them violently in the hope that the engines would cough back into life – but it wasn’t to be. 
 
    Through his retreating vision, he bore witness to the immense destruction of the Xuron destroyer. It’s thick outer organic shell crumpled inwards before exploding out into a mist of debris and liquids.  
 
    “Well, that’s something I guess…” he groaned, still dazed.  
 
    The functioning radar showed that the transports were still in action, their escort had been severely diminished, so he knew clean up wouldn’t be a problem.  
 
    Warning, warning, fire in engine compartment two, fire suppressant systems are offline. 
 
    “What now!” he complained.  
 
    He looked behind to see a large streak of smoke billowing out from one of his engines. Flicking the fire suppressant switch did nothing, as did trying the backup systems. He switched the fighter’s propulsion systems to manual air thrust control, a dangerous move when it used the same air he needed to breathe.  
 
    With gentle, precise movements of the flight controls, small streams of oxygen blew out the perimeter of the vessel. Eventually, he stabilised the craft and brought it to a stop before he got any further away. 
 
    Warning – Thirty minutes of breathable oxygen remaining, return to base immediately. 
 
    His fighter now faced the ongoing battle and he watched as one of the transports was eviscerated into nothing more than a thin streak of green liquids. The fight was over when the final transport ship exploded in the upper atmosphere. With a quick input of commands, he activated his distress beacon and sat back, waiting, hoping for rescue. 
 
    There was something serene about his fate being in someone else’s hands, there wasn’t anything he could do, but he was calm as if all stresses and expectations of the world had been lifted from him in one go. He closed his eyes and waited for whichever end fate had decided.  
 
    Eventually, two loud thuds woke him from his reverie. Magnetic towing cables snaked across space and locked onto the disabled ship. 
 
    With a third cable docked into his atmosphere port, he now had a plentiful supply of oxygen, so once again, silence engulfed him and his thoughts turned to Earth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3
FORGOTTEN MEMORIES 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix Station, request docking,” the pilot of the towing vessel calmly said over the radio. 
 
    Out of Sean’s cockpit window was the under-construction Phoenix Station, it’s size dwarfed any station that had come before it by orders of magnitude and had been designed in response to the loss of Hades station well over a year ago. It sat stationary at the L1 Lagrange point between the Earth and the Sun and had started to provide a base of operations for all current and future missions. 
 
    It was spherical and constructed from a super-strength glass and metal alloy that gave it a unique greenhouse look. From around the circumference, four docking runways extended into space. These were covered in a golden roof that covered the exposed access routes from solar flares and lethal micrometeorites. 
 
    “Docking granted tugboat six. Make your way to C-fifteen.”  
 
    Gently, the vessel altered course and skated over the top of the large sphere. Inside, vast multi-layered platforms gave space for towering buildings to be constructed in the near future. This soon-to-be floating metropolis was the Empire’s gem in its faded crown, it was a symbol of Human resilience and ingenuity, at least to Sean it was. 
 
    And it was busy. Transports and fighters darted around the structure’s local space, heavy destroyers and battleships held station in a synthetic orbit ready for the next attack. Eventually, the tugboat aligned itself to one of the long runways. They rotated on the spot and slowly advanced on the station.  
 
    “It never gets old,” Sean said in awe as his tiny ship soon became nothing more than a small speck painted against the glass outer shell.  
 
    He soon disappeared through the wide-open mouth of the long taxiways. Its construction was purposefully over-engineered. The entire station could withstand a prolonged heavy assault because of its new material design, hence the nickname every Terran pilot had given it – The Citadel. 
 
    Slowly, Sean entered the hangar as the tugboat pulled him along. They came to a stop above a pulsating landing pad where he was gently placed down before the tugboat ascended and headed further along the huge dock. 
 
    A thin, almost invisible shield snapped around the landing pad as a breathable atmosphere was pumped in and a bright orange light overhead lit up when it was safe for him to leave his craft. He unsnapped the manual locks on his cockpit and pushed it up on its hinges.  
 
    The landing pad was circular, a ring of white lights ran around the edge of a wide walkway to a blast door. Climbing from the fighter Sean inspected the damage. Deep gouges ran across the wings with flayed scorch marks burnt along the fuselage to the damaged engines. He ran a hand over the scorched twisted cowling and silently thanked the ‘old girl’ for getting him back in one piece. 
 
    Around him, the area was on a scale he had never experienced anywhere in the galaxy. He often referred to the four struts of the station as runways, but they were so much more. Each outcropping had space for hundreds of shuttles to dock and repair, a tram system ran along the ceiling carrying people and parts from one end to the other in the multi-mile-long tunnel.  
 
    Overhead, the radio system crackled to life. “The TEF Vanguard is docking on entry point C-Eighteen, engineering teams are requested.”  
 
    “She made it,” Sean smiled.  
 
    Off to his side, the large doors hissed open to reveal an irate Taris and an excitable Zarid. “Miss me?” he asked as he strolled across the grated walkway towards the door. 
 
    “Yeah…” Zarid began. 
 
    “Miss you!?” Taris pointed, approaching Sean with fire in her eyes, “you nearly died!” she said as she pushed him hard in the chest up against the railings. 
 
    “Well, I…” Sean started. 
 
    “Shut up,” Taris said, leaning in to give him a welcome back kiss. 
 
    “Get a room you two, that’s disgusting,” Zarid smiled off the side. 
 
    Sean pulled back for air and looked sheepishly at Zarid. “Your first time aboard the Citadel isn’t it?” 
 
    “It sure is, she’s a ‘beaut, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Pride of Terran construction,” Sean started, he turned and leant over the railings, looking out across the busy landscape of ships and machinery, “she’s nowhere near done, but in a few years when she’s up and running not even the Ioution’s will be able to take Earth.” 
 
    “Wanna bet on it?” Taris smirked.  
 
    Sean gave a coy smile before dragging the others along with him off from the landing pad and through the exit door. They entered the heart of the station. A rail track sat in the centre of the vast, undeveloped area. Looking to his left he could see straight into the under-construction ‘city.’ Carts zipped past them at incredible speeds, heading towards their pre-programmed destinations within the super-structure. 
 
    They squeezed through the dense crowd, edging their way to the front to the nearest stop. 
 
    “It always this busy?” Zarid asked. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, yeah” Sean nodded.  
 
    He had to smile as he looked around at the alien faces which surrounded him, not just of his crew, but the mixture of creatures that were now slowly integrating themselves into Terran culture and life. 
 
    “It’s good to see, isn’t it?” Taris inspected a holographic advisor relaying departure destinations. 
 
    “See what?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Everyone working together, I dunno, I just like the sight of it.” 
 
    Sean chuckled, “I agree, though, I never thought I’d see Kesken walking around on our stations this quickly.” 
 
    The squealing of the tram’s brakes rang out as the large carriage gently came to a stop. The flimsy barriers blocking them from walking onto the tracks swung inwards as the multiple doors hissed open.  
 
    “Please allow passengers to exit before boarding the train – Thank you,” came an automated message from the speakers beside the door. 
 
    An exuberant crowd exited the train exchanging pleasantries and friendly handshakes as they each went their separate ways. The trio stepped aboard and slumped down into empty seats. 
 
    “Human’s must have ass’ made of steel to sit on these chairs,” Zarid moaned as he fidgeted in his seat, “what am I even sitting on, some type of torture device?” 
 
    “Stop complaining,” Sean said, grabbing a magazine from the rack beside him, “read this instead.” 
 
    He tossed the magazine over to the Fre who unrolled it and laughed. “Did you know this was on the front cover?” Zarid shook his head, still chuckling away to himself. 
 
    “What is it?” Taris asked. 
 
    The Fre turned it around to show the group, Sean, stood in a heroic stance with his arms folded was the centrepiece of the front cover. ‘Hero turns his attention to new ventures,’ read the headline. 
 
    “They’re still calling you a hero?” Taris laughed as Sean squirmed lower into his seat. 
 
    “Shut up,” Sean lashed out, embarrassed. 
 
    The doors snapped shut and a surge of power rushed through the floor as the magnetic rails lifted the train before it slowly pulled away and built up speed. The large bulkheads of the station’s construction rushed past the window as they raced between stops. Thick wires were still exposed and dangled from the ceiling where maintenance crews hadn’t been by to ‘pretty-up’ the place. 
 
    Taris and Zarid looked on in awe as the cart zipped out from the enclosed railway and into the transparent transport tubes of the Citadel. Trains and other vehicles each sped along within the tens of interwoven pipes that snaked around the inside of the pseudo-city. Their train emerged from under one of the large construction platforms to reveal towering skyscrapers that were barely a quarter finished, their interior metal skeletons openly visible. 
 
    “Wow…” Zarid said, “this is incredible.”  
 
     Experimental vehicles hovered off the ground and tip-toed down the enclosed streets as the pilots tried to not hit any of the multi-billion credit projects.  
 
    “Next stop is Arcadia Station,” a female voice said over the internal intercom. 
 
    “That’s ours,” Sean said, standing, “come on.”  
 
    The train jolted to a stop. Sean stepped out and took in a long, deep breath, letting it out slowly as he sampled the air. 
 
    “Kinda stale, doncha think?” Zarid said. 
 
    “A bit,” Sean nodded. 
 
    Around them, partially constructed buildings had begun their ascent towards the roof of the sphere. Multiple platforms at varying elevations were under construction to provide the future city with some extra space.  
 
    “So,” Taris began as they walked away from the station enclosure and out into the welcoming courtyard where new saplings had started to bud around an ornate marble fountain that seemed only to work when no one was looking, “where should we go?”  
 
    “Well,” Sean started, “I think we should…” he was interrupted by his mobile device vibrating in his pocket, with a roll of the eyes he looked at its screen. ‘Private Number’ was always a bad sign, so he answered the call with a sigh, “yes?” 
 
    “Ambassador Sean Maguire?” 
 
    “Speaking.” 
 
    “Sir… Your presence is requested at the Capitol in Celesa, President Hagen asked for you himself… Sir.” 
 
    “In relation to?” Sean asked, rubbing his temple in trepidation and disbelief. 
 
    “No idea, Sir, sorry.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, I’ll be there in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “… So, no Citadel wine?” Zarid sighed after spotting a distant bar. 
 
    “No Citadel wine,” Sean replied softly, “I’ve been called to Celesa.” 
 
    “For what!” Taris shouted, “you’ve done enough, tell those idiots it’s your time off.” 
 
    “I can’t let the General… the President down, can I?” Sean said, “no, I’ve got to get going, you two coming?” 
 
    The duo looked at each other and back to Sean before sighing in unison “fine…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Atmospheric entry in fifteen seconds." 
 
    Sean gripped tightly onto the restraint that crisscrossed his chest. Around him sat a wide assortment of passengers and navy personnel travelling from Phoenix Station down to Celesa. The shuttle was one of the more advanced civilian transports which had been developed since more military technology had been made open source by the Lawrence & Harrison Institute. It's curved shape and four wings made the shuttle look like a dart, it's bright, metallic blue surface gleamed in the Sun as they nose-dived towards Earth's atmosphere. 
 
    "Brace for entry," the pilot said. 
 
    Within seconds the shuttle shuddered violently as the planet tried to prevent their entry, but the new grav-plating from Ioution scientists soon kicked in and stabilised those aboard. Sean glanced out of the multiple portholes and watched as flames licked across their surface. 
 
    "This is always the worst part," he muttered. 
 
    "Mhmm," Taris agreed non-verbally as her nails dug deep into the black leather armrests. 
 
    "Dunno what everyone's yammering about," Zarid smiled, he casually sat back and enjoyed the ride as everyone around went a lighter shade of their natural colour.  
 
    The flames soon abated revealing the endless, deep blue ocean below. On the horizon, the golden sands of Braen came into view, they shimmered in a heat haze that looked like silver water running over the busy beach.  
 
    They passed overhead of the revellers who splashed about in the clean waters of the sea. Everyone looked up at the atmospheric shuttle in awe of its design and innovation and waved in excitement. Sean knew they wouldn’t see him but still gave a modest wave back.  
 
    As they crested a large hill, the towering capital city of Celesa came into view. Skyscrapers reached towards the cloudless sky, their flamboyant structures twisted and contorted to the creative will of their architects. Its urban sprawl spread out chaotically from its commercial centre with each district home to a single large building which acted as its local council. 
 
    “Long time since I’ve been here,” Taris observed as she looked down upon the city with a mixture of disdain and excitement. 
 
    “Thought you hated the crowds?” Sean replied. 
 
    “I do,” she nodded, “but I still love getting involved and seeing how people talk, how they act around others.” 
 
    “Others being you?” Zarid smiled. 
 
    “Well, Humans have a certain way of acting around things or people they don’t understand,” Taris said, “It’s rare I have a bad experience, most just want to learn.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Zarid remembered recent encounters, “they’re very welcoming, usually.” 
 
    Sean watched as the Humans around the group puffed their chests out in pride as they listened in on their conversation. Human-alien relations had improved dramatically since the Xurons had attacked Earth, protesters turned into welcoming parties which invited those around the galaxy to come and sample their world. But the scars of recent battle were apparent everywhere. From large portions of Celesa smoke still rose from the recent Xuron bombardment, tower blocks and office buildings had been levelled leaving gaps in the city’s flowing design like teeth that had been knocked out. 
 
    With their clearance, they had priority access to the spaceport which sat outside the Terran headquarters. Damaged and blackened buildings appeared in the shuttle’s windows like old black and white photographs. Looking towards the sidewalks his heart sank as groups of civilians gently laid white sheets over the broken bodies from the last Xuron attack. 
 
    “Awful,” Sean’s buoyant mood was vanquished and replaced with a black cloud. 
 
    Now feeling glum, a blue light flashed inside the seating area to let the passengers know they were about to land. Sean looked down at his black military boots and sighed heavily. The dull thuds of the landing struts touching down did little to lighten his mood. 
 
    Across from him, a small red light blinked beside the exit hatch, he unfastened his seatbelt, leant over and pushed the large button to open the door. Jets of decontaminate sprayed through the shuttle as the hatch opened with a hiss. A small set of stairs formed from the lip of the exit, they extended outwards and snapped down to touch perfectly with the pad they sat on. 
 
    “Shall we?” Taris asked whilst gently caressing Sean’s shoulder. 
 
    “Sure,” he replied solemnly before standing and grabbing his things. 
 
    Sean stepped from the shuttle and listened to the city. Traffic, no doubt in a life or death struggle for lane position, pounded their horns as the busy spaceport moved at a crawl. Distant sirens split the air making the group look toward a black pillar of smoke as they made for the exit. Sean sniffed the hazy air, he coughed as it irritated his throat and smelt like hot copper.  
 
    “Just as I remember it,” he said. 
 
    “Loud, ain’t it?” Zarid squinted, “I’m gonna have’ta turn my implant sensitivity down.” 
 
    “Ambassador Sean Maguire?” a female voice asked.  
 
    Sean turned to see a tall woman stood beside him, her auburn hair was short and neatly parted to the side, her deep blue uniform was decorated with a variety of ribbons and commendations.  
 
    “I am,” he replied, looking her up and down, “who might you be?” 
 
    “I’m Captain Marshall,” she said sternly, “Captain Ashley Marshall, sir.” 
 
    “Well Captain Marshall, how may I help?” 
 
    “I’m here to escort you to the president’s office, sir, please, step this way if you would be so kind.” 
 
    With a sarcastic wave, Sean instructed Ashley to proceed before looking back at his team with a mischievous smile.  
 
    The group walked down the steel stairs to the tarmac of the spaceport. Across the busy road which ran centrally through the facility, their jet-black car sat waiting. But as they moved, fair-skinned tourists rushed over towards the group. 
 
    “Mr Maguire, Taris!” they screamed in jubilation, “please, may we have your autographs?”  
 
    The two adults and child looked on in pure adulation at the pair like they had met their heroes. Sean smiled and took the crumpled-up piece of paper from the man and scrawled his indecipherable signature across it before Taris did the same. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” the child beamed with the widest smile Sean had ever seen, “when I grow up I’m joining the fleet to follow in your footsteps.” 
 
    “Well, I hope the times are more peaceful for you than they are for us,” Sean said, bending to one knee, “when you get there and pass training, come and see me, I’ll remember you.” 
 
    The child smiled and shook Sean’s hand before the family turned and left, heading towards the exit. Taris looked on at him with a smirk. 
 
    “What?” he asked, “I’m an inspiration to all.” 
 
    Out the corner of his eye, he saw the female Captain stifle a smile before crossing the road. They followed suit and eventually slid into the backseat of the long vehicle.  
 
    “Nice,” Zarid nodded, running his hand over the white leather of the seats, “how many Humans did you skin for this?” 
 
    Ashley looked at him with a curious glance before turning to Sean and then to Taris. 
 
    “Ignore him,” Taris hid her face in embarrassment, “he’s new.” 
 
    “What!?” Zarid asked, but before anyone got the chance to answer the car came to life and they proceeded along the long straightaway, out of the facility and into the city.  
 
    After A frustrating wait, they passed the checkpoint and headed out into the heart of the city. From street level, the scars of battle were painfully obvious. Rubble littered the tight roads; the once functional buildings were now nothing more than memorials to the dead as large portions had been carved out from them and laid to waste. 
 
    “Look at that,” Taris said soberly, nodding out the window.  
 
    They drove past a group of civilians following a small detachment of soldiers. Everyone there looked downtrodden and beaten, their clothes were tattered and their faces covered in a thick black concoction of whatever lingered in the air. They looked on at the expensive governmental car with contempt in their eyes. Sean could do nothing more than to sink into his seat and try to duck below the window. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Taris said, “why are you hiding?” 
 
    “We’re the privileged few,” he replied, “I know I’ve served my time and given my fair portion of flesh for this fight, but I grew up with nothing, I know how those people feel looking on at me now, I just wish I could do more.” 
 
    “You’re serving your planet and have severely hindered the Xuron in the process,” Ashley piped up, obviously annoyed at Sean’s perceived lack of self-worth, “don’t let anyone tell you otherwise… sir.” 
 
    Sean gave a weak smile before checking out the window to make sure the group had passed.  
 
    On a side street between the ravaged offices and buildings was a pristine, black-iron gate attached to ornate white marble pillars which sat at either side of the road. The car slowed as two armed soldiers in chestnut brown outfits strolled towards them. 
 
    In the front seat, the driver lowered his window as the soldier tapped on it, “what’s your purpose here?” the officious male inquired whilst peering inside the car. 
 
    “We’re bringing ambassador Sean Maguire to see President Hagen,” the driver replied. 
 
    “Documentation,” the soldier said nonchalantly, obviously disappointed they weren’t some sort of insurrection.  
 
    Slowly the soldier walked towards Sean’s window and gave it a gentle rasp. Sean swallowed hard and pressed down on the button to lower the pane of glass. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    The stern soldier stared at Sean before recognition registered on his young face. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, and Lady Taris,” the soldier nodded before looking over at the guard station, “they’re fine, let ‘em through.” 
 
    Beyond them was the manicured grounds of the capitol building. Following the cobbled drive, they stopped at the wide steps leading up to the civic centre. 
 
    “Wow, impressive,” exclaimed Zarid as they climbed from the car. 
 
    An elegant female dressed in the robes of high office waited at the ornate doors of the Council Chambers. “This way please,” she gestured for them to head inside. The large wooden doors opened as they approached to reveal a high open hall. Natural light filtered through the sprawling windows which made up the domed roof bringing life to the marble floor. 
 
    “Everything is so over the top here, ain’t it?” Zarid took in the opulent surroundings, “back on Kayter, my race’s homeworld, things are designed to be efficient and to conserve space, what purpose does this area serve other than to show off?” 
 
    “Well, that’s exactly the purpose it serves,” Sean said, “wealth dictates a lot in Terran space, the more you have the more power you possess. So, the design of this hall is to show exactly that, how much wealth this city has, and thus how much power it has.” 
 
    Zarid replied with nothing more than a huff. Deeper into the building the powerful picture painted by its entrance was deceptive. Windows were blown out and a light dusting of rubble littered the area despite the best efforts of the maintenance crews which dashed around the facility. 
 
    “Ah! There you are.” 
 
    Sean turned to see a dishevelled looking man walking towards him with an entourage of advisors, his hair was a deep grey and his once fitted suit now hung loosely on his frame. 
 
    “President Hagen,” Sean beamed, “you’re looking…” 
 
    “Don’t even bother,” the President waved him away playfully, “some stress eat, I seem to stress starve, come, follow me,” he said, but abruptly stopped, “and please, friends can call me Michael.” 
 
    They moved through the tall, carpeted hallways until the president stopped beside a pristine white door with golden inlays. It opened with a gentle creek as Michael twisted the brass handle and stepped through. “Come, come,” he waved, “take a seat.” 
 
    Overhead, chandeliers sparked to life as they detected the team’s motion and immersed the room in a warm white light. Hagen pulled out a chair from the head of the long steel table and slumped back into it with an exasperated breath as his joints finally came to a rest.  
 
    Sean wasted no time in sitting close to the president. The two had bonded from their joint mission during Earth’s first invasion, since then, and after the mess with the Veterum, they had become closer with Sean’s role as the Ioution ambassador playing a significant role in Earth’s diplomatic missions. 
 
    Zarid, the always unsubtle tank of a man, dragged his chair along the floor creating an ear-splitting screech which caused everyone to grit their teeth.  
 
    “Stop,” Taris moaned, pushing the Fre away, “you’ll blow out my ears.” 
 
    With a nonchalant shrug, Zarid took a seat and got closer to the table. Sean took a minute to look around the room, for a governmental building it was rather sparse. A holo-projector sat in the middle of the table, a large screen hung from the rear wall, and basic wooden desks ran around the perimeter of the area. 
 
    A well-suited man walked in with a glass decanter of a deep brown whiskey followed by another who placed crystal glasses in front of all who sat. Slowly, they were filled with a tipple of the expensive liquid before the assistants left the room and gently closed the doors behind them. 
 
    “Right then,” Sean said with authority, “straight to business?” 
 
    Hagen gripped his glass and swirled the liquid around before taking a long whiff of its aroma, and with a wince, he threw the drink back into his throat and put the empty glass back on the table. 
 
    “Let’s,” he nodded. “These constant attacks are getting out of hand, civilian morale, while built from steel, is wavering. Their confidence in parliament is at an all-time low.” 
 
    “They’re perceptive,” Taris interjected, “they know a failing government when they see one.” 
 
    “Something your lot could be more receptive to, hm?” the president replied with no emotion. “But I digress. We need something to rebuild confidence in the general population.” 
 
    “Surely the Citadel is that?” Sean questioned with a raised eyebrow, “It’s one of the largest orbital defence platforms in the damn galaxy if that doesn’t instil confidence I don’t know what will.” 
 
    “Annihilation,” Zarid said calmly. “Your people want your government to torture and ruin those who oppose it and won’t be happy until you can feel superior, anything short of swift action will be met with a social dissonance that will suffocate this world.” 
 
    Those sat around the table looked at each other with a knowing but worried glare. 
 
    “You may very well be right, Mr Shumer, but in this instance offence is certainly not the best defence,” Hagen said. “The benefits of Phoenix Station have been well laid out, but it isn’t something that is ready, and won’t be for a while yet – Here, just look at these.” 
 
    The president distributed a selection of folders around the table. Inside was a mixture of pictures and reports which showed a small selection of districts that had been affected by orbital bombardments across the planet. Sean recoiled at the images of blackened corpses piled up on the streets, he swiftly closed the folder and pushed it away. 
 
    “Exactly,” Hagen said, “how is a station meant to quell those sorts of images?”  
 
    “So, what can we do?”  
 
    “More orbital platforms?” Taris asked. 
 
    “Too long of a construction time,” Michael replied. 
 
    “Ask the Ioution High Council for increased assistance?” 
 
    “Already been done, they have their own problems to deal with,” Hagen said. 
 
    “How about the Veterum?” Zarid said, “you guys have a close relationship, right?” 
 
    Sean sat forward and perked up, “he’s right, they’ve remained out of it while they rebuilt, but a few months for them might as well be a lifetime for us, surely they’re ready by now?” 
 
    Hagen sat back and thought for a moment before speaking. “It’s risky,” he started, “they’re an unknown quantity who has already shown to be willing to backstab us when it benefited them, plus, their weapon isn’t ready yet.” 
 
    “Well,” Sean said, “I do have a bit of a left-field idea.” 
 
    “Oh, not this again,” Taris palmed her own face, “they can’t!” she insisted.  
 
    “What is it?” Hagen asked, “I’ll consider anything.” 
 
    “… We travel to Desciea and get Fez cloned,” Sean looked at the unimpressed president. 
 
    “And there it is,” Taris shook her head. “Don’t be such a fool! The council would never allow it, and on top of that – Why? I know he was your friend but there are other capable Captains.” 
 
    “But none of them has the raw experience of dealing with Human’s and Xuron alike,” Sean replied sternly, “he’s proven himself to be more than capable with, let’s be frank, little resources, the Mar’Ell was hardly a top-of-her-class battleship, was she?” 
 
    “Michael, come on, shoot him down,” Taris pleaded. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taris, but I might actually agree on this one.” 
 
    “What!?” she gesticulated wildly, “you can’t be serious, Sean spoke with him on the Terran vessel! He’s still alive, but he’s not… he’s not him anymore.” 
 
    Sean thought back to the communication he had with his former Captain. Fez, formally a proud Ioution, appeared on the video feed as black veins of corruption ran through his skin, a process which had been initiated, according to the corrupted Captain, when a Xuron queen slashed wildly at his chest leaving deep wounds.  
 
    “That wasn’t him,” Sean interrupted, “the Xuron grew him, bred him or whatever they do, that’s not our Captain! He’s dead!” 
 
    The president held up a hand and looked towards Taris before she spoke, “I am serious,” Hagen nodded, “he was an unlikely hero on this world and whatever Sean saw wasn’t him, his death sent shockwaves through our society, he was the beacon for Human-Ioution co-operation, no offence of course.” 
 
    “None taken, he was a great Captain,” Taris said sombrely, “but this is madness,” a certain acceptance was in her shaky voice. “We’ve seen Xuron half breeds before, for it to happen again isn’t unheard of,” she sat back and let out a deep breath. 
 
    “It wasn’t him,” Sean said with passion, “believe me. He’s gone.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” she held her hands up, “I’ll trust your Human instincts.” 
 
    “Well, I think we have two decent proposals,” Sean said, “the Veterum and a Fez clone, one for our war efforts the other for morale and stability, what do you think is more important?” 
 
    “Morale,” Hagen replied after a moment of thought. 
 
    “Desciea it is then,” Sean beamed as he jumped from his seat, “but how are we going to get there? The next Ioution transport isn’t due for at least a week.” 
 
    “Well, I actually called you here for a reason, remember? It just so happens that reason lines up well with our new goal.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sean leant onto the table, “go on.” 
 
    Michael got out from his chair and poked his head out from the door and spoke to one of the guards. He shuffled across the room and sat back down with a modest smile on his face. Sean leant back in his chair expecting nothing extraordinary, he picked at his nails and straightened his clothes.  
 
    Muffled voices came from outside the room, Sean leant forwards in his chair almost uninterested in what was going on. The doors swung open, but his attention was on the closed folder which sat in front of him. 
 
    “Hey,” a man’s voice filled the room. 
 
    Sean’s eyes widened, even without looking he knew who it was, his pulse raced as he slowly turned his head around. “Holy shit,” he gasped. 
 
    “Hi son,” the man smiled. 
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    “What the hell are you doing here, Zach!?” Sean said firmly. 
 
    “Come on, don’t call me Zach, you know I don’t like it,” Zachary replied. 
 
    Stood in the doorway was an ageing man. Wrinkles crossed his forehead and liver spots were dotted across the left side of his face. He had a thick crop of brown hair which had started to grey along the sides.  
 
    “Ha!” Sean scoffed, “when you deserve to be called dad I’ll do it until then you’re only Zach to me.” 
 
    Zachary looked around the room and towards his son’s two alien companions and held out a hand. “I’m Zachary Burton, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said.  
 
    Taris cautiously took his hand and gave a weak shake as she looked at Sean from the corner of her eye. Zarid, on the other hand, put as much force as he could into the greeting, almost tearing Zach’s arm from his socket. Zachary winced and pulled back rubbing the golden epaulette on his shoulder which had a red patch that read ‘41’ in the centre. 
 
    “You never answered me,” Sean said, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    Zach turned coyly and looked Sean in the eyes with some amount of despair, “well…” he stuttered. 
 
    “He’s a Captain now,” Hagen said from behind the pair, “he’s served the empire well, Sean, you should be proud.” 
 
    Sean quickly turned on his heels and looked towards the President of the Empire. “Proud?” he laughed, “proud of a man who left his wife when I was young and left us to fend for ourselves, only showing up when he needed something or when he was drunk, yeah, I’m proud, but not of him.” 
 
    A fragile silence descended upon the room, Sean’s nostrils flared as he breathed heavily and tried his hardest to hold back his anger. A sudden realisation dawned on him, though, his eyes grew wide. 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Sean chuckled in disbelief, “that waste of oxygen is MY Captain?”  
 
    “And you’re my XO,” Zachary forced a smile. 
 
    “No,” Sean pointed towards Hagen, “this is bullshit.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying you wanted to be more involved, I thought a change of pace would do you good,” Michael said, “Ambassador to second-in-command on a state-of-the-art battleship with your dad? It’s what dreams are made of... Isn’t it?” 
 
    Sean stood in stunned silence. He looked around at his crew for some sort of guidance, but the excited stares of Zarid at the heated exchange and the sombre eyes of Taris gave him little direction. 
 
    He slumped back into a chair and let out an almighty huff and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his suit. “The uniform looks good on you,” Zach gave Sean a smile only a proud father could.  
 
    Sean waved him away with little recognition. He fiddled with his lapel as he fell into his own mind and went over all the possible outcomes of what could happen next. Eventually, he stood and walked over towards the president with purpose. 
 
    “Right then,” Sean said, “I’ll accept.” 
 
    “Great news!” Zach began. 
 
    “- But,” Sean interrupted, “only on the condition that once we’re back I never have to see him again and I’m transferred to another ship.” 
 
    Zachary was stunned, he stood up straight and pretended not to care. Hagen glanced towards the newly crowned Captain with sympathetic eyes and waited. Zach built up the courage and held back his emotions but eventually gave a weak nod to the president.  
 
    “That can be arranged,” Hagen finally answered, but he leant in close to Sean’s ear and whispered, “but please, for both your sakes, just try to get on with one another.” 
 
    “No promises,” Sean said coldly as he pulled away and looked at his new Captain. “Captain, permission to join your bridge crew,” he said before saluting his father. 
 
    “Granted,” Zach replied with a hidden smile.  
 
    “Excellent,” Zarid clasped his hands together, “now that’s over with, can we see this ship?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fez stepped into the departure hangar of the High Priest’s ship. In front of him sat his personal shuttle. Its exterior was constructed from a material resembling fresh leather, two large engines sat on the rear of the vessel and six small wings pointed out in random directions, a disfigurement from the ship’s gestation period, he knew.  
 
    A lone Xuron drone beat its wings as it saw its commander. Its skin was fractured and oozing a green liquid that dripped to the floor, the scales that would proudly display its role as a soldier hadn’t fully formed across its chest leaving it in a useless limbo that would have usually been discarded back into the organic pool of materials from which all drones were made.  
 
    “Is my ship ready?” Fez asked with authority. 
 
    “Yes-s-s sir,” the drone hissed in its own language which Feghouli still struggled to decipher.  
 
    “Let us waste no time then.” 
 
    A crack formed vertically on the transport’s skin before it peeled away to reveal an opening for them to board. Inside, a thick slime dripped from the fleshy walls and ceiling, splashing down onto the hardened shell floor. The drone ducked its head as it entered and sat in the pilot’s seat in front of Fez.  
 
    Feghouli needed no clearance to leave the hive ship, with a single command the ‘door’ snapped shut and they powered up the engines. Moments later they gently hovered off the ground before accelerating hard. The pointed nose of the craft pierced a hole in the thin skin which formed an atmospheric barrier around the hangar's exit before quickly resealing itself. 
 
    Fez sat back and looked out the cockpit at the armada that surrounded him. The Xuron had gathered over one-hundred ships to defend the hive, forming themselves into an impenetrable barrier. 
 
    As they approached their battlecruiser, two tendrils snaked out from pits beside the hangar. They snaked across space as the shuttle decelerated before wrapping around the vessel with a dull thump. The pilot communicated with those aboard but Fez could only make out a small selection of words – Docking, yes, it wasn’t much but enough to let him know nothing was awry. 
 
    The tendrils pulled them towards one of the many black ports which ran in parallel rows along the side of the organic hull. Its vine construction snapped away as they approached to reveal the system of complex docking tubing within. Once inside they were pulled along by a tide of fluids as the walls pulsated a luminous green along their route. 
 
    Eventually, they came to a sudden stop, the tubing beneath them slowly split away and let the fluids gush down onto the landing pad. Two new tendrils wrapped around the ship and slowly lowered the shuttle down onto the pad below. 
 
    “Make a note to increase the water content of the docking fluid, it is too viscous,” Fez said before walking towards the already formed exit. 
 
    “Commander.” 
 
    He turned to see a half-breed, a Terpilih, much like himself. The tall women still retained her typical Jaconian features, her long, square jaw, and reptile-like orange scales which ran down her arms and legs, as well as the long, white frizzy hair which puffed out down her back.  
 
    “Ah, Motsumi, I was hoping to run into you,” Fez said, waving her in the direction he wished to walk, “has there been any word on our mission?” 
 
    “A communiqué is waiting for you on the bridge,” Motsumi replied, her voice raspy from the Xuron influence within. 
 
    “Good,” Fez replied, nodding, “follow me.” 
 
    The door leading away from the hangar snapped open. The internal structure of Xuron ships was chaotic and not designed for the limited movement range of Fez and Motsumi. Drones skittered along the walls and ceilings before climbing into the web of tunnels which ran throughout the vessel.  
 
    “One day we will ascend to become pure,” Motsumi said, “then we can move freely aboard our own ship.” 
 
    Fez said nothing, instead, he remained silent and continued along the narrow hallway.  
 
    Arriving at the bridge, Fez stood in front of the door, a thin tendril snaked out from the wall and wriggled towards his out-stretched arm. He winced in pain as it slithered along his flesh and dug deep into his skin. His eyes were shut tight as he fought against the incredible shots of pain which ran up his arm like lightning bolts until the probing tendril snapped back and left his body. 
 
    The door to the bridge peeled away in four quarters and sat flush against the outside wall. The bulkhead separating the bridge from the ship was constructed from bone that was tougher than most substances the Ioutions could artificially produce, it was a miracle of nature and impressed him with its versatility. 
 
    Fez took up position in a semi-circular command console on a raised platform overlooking the bridge. He looked back at the smiling Motsumi.  
 
    “Go ahead,” she said, “better you than me.” 
 
    “You don’t have the fortitude to do this,” he snapped. 
 
    Two raised ports were positioned on either side of the console. Fez took in a deep breath and slowly slid his unprotected hands into the tight chambers and waited. Pain shot up through both his arms and into his chest, he bellowed with rage as thin vines dug deep under his fingernails and injected themselves into his veins and capillaries. The blood vessels in his face slowly turned black as the organic interface connected and the pain subsided. 
 
    “I’m in,” he said in a deathly monotone voice, “accessing databases now.”  
 
    His eyes flittered in random motions as he dug deep into the ship's systems. He was now one with the ship and had access to whatever he needed from control of the engines to his personal inbox. Motsumi watched as he mouthed words silently to himself, his eyes rolled back and his body convulsed before he came to and stood tall. 
 
    “Our orders are to assault an Ioution military outpost masquerading as a centre for research,” Fez said, smiling, “it’s nice to see my intel being acted upon.” 
 
    “What is our contingent,” Motsumi asked, expecting the worst. 
 
    “Seven, including us,” Fez replied. 
 
    “That should be enough,” Motsumi crossed her arms. “Are we fuelled and ready to leave?” 
 
    The pigment of Fez’s eyes turned grey as he dug deep through the interconnected network his flotilla shared, his consciousness jumped from ship to ship inspecting their inventories before he returned. 
 
    “We are ready,” he smiled, “be seated.” 
 
    Motsumi gracefully slid down into the vine chair which formed at her request. The entire construction of the ship brightened in colour as fluids rushed towards the reactors and engines. Slowly, they built speed and pulled into formation along with the rest of their armada. The chamber’s Fez’s hands were slotted in pulsed a luminescent green, he looked back at Motsumi and down at the crew below, with the power coursing through his veins he couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    With a single, uniform order, seven tears formed in the space in front of the ships, wasted energy snaked away from the formation as bright white trails of light. Then, in an instant, the ships disappeared with a blinding flash of light, now only to be seen again when the assault began. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sean sat across from his father on the sparse military shuttle as they passed through the atmosphere. He looked on at the cheery, optimistic man and despised him, he despised him for what he had done to his family and despised him for even thinking that they could repair the scars he had forged. 
 
    “Are you always this enthusiastic?” Sean said coldly, locking eyes with his father. 
 
    “Nah,” Zach said, shaking his head, “but there’s a lot to be excited about right about now, isn't there?” 
 
    Sean turned his attention to Taris, who for the most part had avoided the confrontation and butting-of-heads between the two. She looked back at Sean with a sullen expression, she pushed her long, blonde hair behind her back and revealed her sparkling purple eyes. There was much that they needed to discuss, but Sean imagined that time would soon become precious once they boarded their new home for the coming months, maybe even years. 
 
    “Ten minutes until we’re close enough to see her,” the pilot said over the radio, “I think you’re going to be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    Sean had to admit, if his estranged father hadn’t been sat in the chair directly opposite him he would be bouncing up and down like a kid on a sugar high. Instead, he hid his emotions and laid his head back against the rest, taking in a long breath.  
 
    “So, Zachary,” Taris said, “how long have you been Captain of a starship?” 
 
    “A starship?” he laughed, “never, this will be my first time, but I’ve passed all the tests and got my badges, I’m ready.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” Taris smiled, “if you need any assistance I’ll be glad to help.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you polite, I’d have expected my son to be drawn to someone with a history of drunken bar fights.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a good bar fight,” she winked, turning her head, “see this scar? I got it from a wild Chaek in a bar on Oriol-Prime.” 
 
    Zachary only nodded before their conversation was interrupted by the President, who decided to come and see where the tax credits were being spent. 
 
    “There she is,” he said with pride, “incredible.”  
 
    Out the window and docked with the last remaining orbital shipyard was the newest marvel of Terran construction. A large, ribcage structure held it in place as maintenance ships buzzed along its hull making final preparations. Along its dull, metallic surface ‘TEF Fortitude’ was etched in large, white letters. It had a low profile, its side edges were rounded but the modules which sat on the two faces were angled to provide better views for those aboard.  
 
    “Look at those engines,” Sean gasped, “they’re bigger than those on the damned Mar’Ell.”  
 
    At the rear of the ship, and in complete contrast to the ship’s overall flat surfaces, sat two hulking thrust chambers that were taller and wider than the entire vessel. Final checks were being made as their inner rings glowed a faint blue, expelling ions at an incredible rate.  
 
    “So,” Michael said, “what do you think?” 
 
    “I think the Institute has been busy,” Zach replied. 
 
    “Ha!” Michael scoffed, “you don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “I always thought ion drives were too low power to operate a shuttle let alone a ship of this size?” Sean asked. 
 
    “A wise thought,” Michael nodded. “The men and women at Harrison & Smith work magic sometimes. If I remember the technical details, this is a mixture of ion and plasma thrust with multiple fusion reactors as well as a newly installed, and controversial I might add, antimatter reactor. I admit it’s a bit beyond me at my age but it’s certainly impressive.” 
 
    Two rows of blinking landing lights ran out from the ship’s bay guiding them where to go. They arced around and brought themselves slowly down into the Fortitude’s docking lane behind the light traffic which sat waiting for final clearance.  
 
    As they moved closer the true scale of the battleship became apparent. From afar, it looked as flat as a sheet of paper, but up close it towered over many buildings back on Earth and its rugged, armoured surface was comforting. Satellites and arrays of alien-looking antennae poked out everywhere across the vessel, where are the weapons? Sean wondered, scanning the surface for any obvious launch tubes or hidden batteries. 
 
    "Shuttle alpha-nine-nine, requesting permission to dock," the pilot said. 
 
    "Alpha nine-nine, permission granted, docking station seven is prepped and ready for your arrival." 
 
    Along the side of the ship a portion of its rounded edge split in two, the bright lights from within acted as a pseudo guiding beacon to the pilot as he brought the shuttle about and slowly guided it past the atmospheric shielding. Electrostatic built up on their clothes as they traversed through the barrier and an odd tingling sensation ran down Sean's spine, something that didn’t happen with the Mar'Ell's superior technology. 
 
    The windows clouded as they came in for a landing, obstructing everyone's view. Sean was jolted to the side as the craft came to a sudden stop and once more as the landing struts touched down on the deck. 
 
    "You ready Zachary?" the President asked, unfastening his seatbelt and stretching. 
 
    "I hope so, Sir," Zach replied, there was a slight tremor in his voice, an emotion Sean couldn't decipher, was it nerves? Worry? He didn't know, but he ignored it and got to his feet. 
 
    "Exciting isn’t it," Zarid said, "this is gonna be crazy." 
 
    Uninterested, the pilot strolled past the expectant crowd. The lever he pulled made a heavy, mechanical clunk as the pressure sealed door popped away from its frame allowing him to push it aside with an un-oiled squeal. Outside, the formally dressed deckhands wheeled over a set of stairs and attached them to the ship. 
 
    “Well?” Zach asked, “you coming or what?” 
 
    “Yeah,” replied Sean somewhat reluctantly as he starred towards the bright lights penetrating the shuttle. 
 
    Taris moved towards him and took his hand. “Nervous?” she asked. 
 
    “A little,” he admitted. 
 
    “Got Feghouli on the mind?” 
 
    “A little,” he gave a weak flash of a smile, “come on, I’m sure the crew are excited to meet their XO.” 
 
    Sean took a deep breath and rounded the exit. He stood in stunned silence as he looked out across the hangar. The area was colossal, it was separated into three distinct levels each with their own contingent of ships and assigned staff.  
 
    Slowly, he stepped off the stairs and onto the grating which surrounded their landing pad. Workers ran past him followed by newly fashioned, four-legged robots which carried the heaviest of supplies about the ship.  
 
    “Sir,” an out of breath deckhand quickly saluted as he jogged past. 
 
    Sean threw up a weak salute back but the man was already gone.  
 
    “It’s nice to have you aboard, Sir.” 
 
    He turned to see a young man stood with his arms locked behind his back. He wore a two-piece, dark blue officers uniform with his respectable collection of achievements pinned to his chest.  
 
    “It’s good to be aboard,” replied Sean, “sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “Greggory,” he said, “Greggory Shifter, I’ll be your aide in getting you embedded back into Terran Fleet life, Sir.” 
 
    “Greggory,” Sean smiled, holding out his hand which the young man met, “please, call me Sean when we’re alone.” 
 
    The man nodded and waved the trio to follow. All around them ships came and went, they walked well below the elevated platforms to avoid the thrusters, but the heat was almost overpowering. 
 
    “So, these three floors, bit complicated, ain’t it?” asked Zarid.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you asked,” Greggory replied, “the floor we’re on now is for shuttles, guests and the such, that’s why it’s so clean… But those top two floors are for fighters, you go up there now and you’ll see our contingent.” 
 
    “Impressive,” said Sean, “how many Mark-V’s are we packing?” 
 
    “About one-hundred.” 
 
    “One-hundred!” Sean gasped, “that’s almost carrier levels.” 
 
    “Not the new carriers it isn’t,” Greg smiled, “those can carry upwards of two-fifty, maybe three-hundred, but none are anywhere near ready yet, shame, Terranus could use them right about now.” 
 
    Greg led them towards the exit of the hangar where Michael and Zach were in deep conversation.  
 
    “It’s still being built!” complained Zach, “she can’t fly in this condition, it’s unsafe.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe, Zachary,” Michael said, holding his hands out to calm the new Captain, “there are just some minor finishes that can be completed along the way.” 
 
    “Look at it,” Zach said, pointing towards the lower level bulkhead which separated the hangar and the rest of the ship, “it’s raggedy!”  
 
    “It passed all structural tests,” Hagen answered, “there’s nothing to worry about, anyway, follow me.” 
 
    The President took a firm hand to the large, steel door and cranked it open. Beyond was the familiar wide, dull hallways of all Terran vessels. Sparks flew across the corridor as welds were made leaving a thin layer of grime across the unfinished surfaces. Zach ran his fingers over the dirty communications console and tutted loud enough for those around to hear, a swift indication of his displeasure. 
 
    As they walked, crew members stopped to salute the new Captain while giving Sean a knowing nod before the group entered one of the many elevators. It was spacious, large enough for twenty people, the floor was carpeted and the walls glowed a pleasant, warm white.  
 
    "Officer's quarters," Hagen barked. 
 
    His command was followed by a knowing beep as the computer recognised his command. The heavy tube began to move, Sean didn't know if they were going up or down, but within seconds the doors split apart once more on the relevant deck. 
 
    "Deck seven," the female robotic voice read stiffly. 
 
    Sean stepped out into what looked more like the hallways of a hotel rather than a battleship. The walls were clad in a dark wood with a thick, ornate coving. The floor was covered in a stone-composite that made it look like a layer of polished, blue rock. 
 
    "What the hell is this?" asked Sean, "this is meant to be a warship, not a holiday resort." 
 
    "Why not both?" Taris smiled, rubbing her hand along the brightly lit walls, "this is magnificent." 
 
    "I feel like I need a fat cigar and a shot of whiskey in a crystal glass," Zach laughed. 
 
    "Well, your wish may be granted if you look hard enough," Michael said. 
 
    Zarid squeezed past them and stood in front of a computer built into the wall. He fiddled with its controls before eventually turning with a smile spread from ear to ear. 
 
    "What is it?" Said Sean. 
 
    "This ship has fifteen decks!" Zarid said in amazement, "fifteen! How is that even necessary? I gotta' admit captain, I can't wait to see what she's packing." 
 
    “Well, split up and find your own rooms,” Michael begun, “you’ll be staying here a long time from now on so it’s best you find your own way around.” 
 
    Like a band of schoolkids being released from their shackles on a trip, the group split up and quickly moved off in different directions. A golden, metallic nameplate sat beside each door, Sean quickly scanned over each one but couldn’t find his own room. 
 
    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” he said. 
 
    “Hm?” Taris nonchalantly responded as she searched the opposite side of the corridor. 
 
    “That there are so many officers aboard, back on the Arrakis we didn’t have anywhere near this many.” 
 
    “Ah ha!” Taris let out, “come, here we… you are…” 
 
    “Only me?” Sean replied, stepping across the cold corridor, “well, I guess you’ll just have to sneak in with me then, huh?” 
 
    Taris shook her head and placed a hand on the door side terminal, a single beep let her know entrance was denied, but when Sean tried the door quickly receded into the wall.  
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Sean gasped, “it’s a little better than what I had on the Mar’Ell.” 
 
    “Just a little,” Taris said as she soaked up their new environment. 
 
    The walls were covered in dark, almost black, heavily grained panels lit with subtle lighting that grew brighter as they approached. A desk with a holographic computer sat below the large window which made up most of the rear wall.  
 
    Sean walked in and ran his fingers along the fine furniture, shaking his head at the redundant expense. He slumped back into the green leather chair, but as he did it bent backwards as its lock wasn’t in place, he flailed about before grabbing onto the edge of the desk to pull himself back up. 
 
    “Oh, how I wish you would have fallen over,” Taris smirked, “that would have been… Oh, my God.” 
 
    She pulled open twin doors within the wall to reveal a large storage space, clothes and shoe racks were neatly lined up within with shelf space above. 
 
    “Ah,” Michael smiled, poking his head around the corner of their open door, “you found your quarters, what do you think?” 
 
    “It’s…” Sean thought what to say but his mind froze. 
 
    “Amazing,” said Taris as she slammed the twin doors shut, “absolutely amazing, thank you.” 
 
    Michael nodded and stepped into the room, “well, we’re heading to the bridge now, I’m sure your presence will be welcomed, Sean.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Taris, “I don’t even know my job on this boat.” 
 
    “Well,” Michael sat down on the edge of the bed, rubbing the tops of his thighs, “what do you want to do?” 
 
    Taris was taken aback by the question and stood in silence. She paced about the room for a moment before replying. 
 
    “I’ve never been asked what I want to do before,” she said, “so thank you. But, for an answer, ground ops are where I’m best suited, I have experience in…” 
 
    “I’ve read your file,” Michael said, standing, “and I agree, you’d make an excellent officer there.” 
 
    “Officer!” Taris beamed, “well, I didn’t expect that much.” 
 
    Michael held out a hand which Taris met and shook, “congratulations Officer… What is your second name?” 
 
    “Daeuis-Vetra,” Taris responded, “but I don’t go by that name, Taris will do fine.” 
 
    “Well, Officer Vet… Taris, welcome aboard, shall we head to the bridge?” 
 
    Sean stepped into the corridor and watched as Taris and Hagen slowly walked away deep in conversation, he allowed himself a comfortable smile before joining them. 
 
    The elevator doors snapped open, inside stood a throng of people in silence, each carrying a box full of clothes and personal items or maintenance crew holding on tight to their case of tools. The trio squeezed into the cramped elevator, Sean was pushed flush up against the wall, he was face to face with a grease-covered engineer. 
 
    As the doors hissed closed the crewman’s eyes darted towards Sean, “this isn’t how I expected to meet you…” the crewman sighed. 
 
    Sean turned his head as much as he could, “you’re not missing much,” he admitted. 
 
    After a few uncomfortable seconds, the elevator came to a halt and opened onto the bridge. The mass of bodies shuffled on the spot allowing the cramped officers to squeeze past and step out. Sean gripped onto the doors and pulled himself out, panting heavily as he did. 
 
    “You alright?” Taris patted his shoulder whilst smiling to herself. 
 
    “I think I have a new phobia,” Sean panted, “but it doesn’t… Wow.” 
 
    He glanced around in amazement. Banks of computers arced out from the centre of the room in an elliptical formation, the Captain’s chair plus another painted a lonely figure in the negative space where all eyes were directly on the Captain and his XO. Officers darted tirelessly about from terminal to terminal calibrating the ship for her first voyage. 
 
    “It makes sense,” Zarid nodded as he began to walk around the perimeter of the bridge. 
 
    “What does?” asked Sean, following him. 
 
    “Having the bridge at the heart of the ship at not right on the nose.” 
 
    Sean stopped in his tracks and thought, it did make sense to him and he wondered why other races even bothered with a view of space, there wasn’t much to look at, after all. His day soon soured, though, as Zach, his estranged father and now Captain, turned to his son.  
 
    “So?” Zach winced as he pushed himself from the chair, “what do you think?” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Sean looked about as if he had little interest, “bit gloomy, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Function over fashion.” 
 
    Sean walked away from his father as he continued his conversation with the others. In reality, this was one of Sean’s proudest moments thus far and something he had been working towards his entire career, to have real responsibility on a warship of this calibre.  
 
    He swivelled one of the black suede covered chairs around and fell back into it, the cushioned seat instantly moulded to his body, a surprising feature that he knew they must have picked up from the Ioutions. In front of him was a dark screen, but with a quick tap of the holographic display, it flashed to life, bathing his face in a bright white light. 
 
    ‘Place retina near optical scanner’ read the instruction on the screen. He raised his eyebrow, confused, and leant in closer to the screen. Fingering around the face of the screen he found nothing of note, but, breaking him out of his useless trance, a tap came on his shoulder that made him jump backwards. 
 
    A well-dressed officer stood looking down at him with a furrowed brow. The man was impeccable from head-to-toe, well groomed, slicked-back brown hair, a dark blue navy uniform that fit snuggly around his muscly chest, and a sharp crease along the seams of his trousers that Sean was sure he could cut a finger off with. 
 
    “Do you need assistance?” the man spoke in a slightly high-pitched but serious tone that didn’t match his young, cleanly shaven face. 
 
    “Erm…” Sean hesitated, wondering if an XO should admit he doesn’t know how his own ship worked, “… Sure?” 
 
    The officer bent down to one knee, every fibre in his jacket stretched as he did like it was about to burst apart, he casually pointed towards a glistening piece of glass built into a small box that extruded out from beside the screen. 
 
    “That’s the optical scanner,” he stood, pulling down the bottom of his jacket as he did, “and by the way, the name’s John, John Veterri.” 
 
    Sean held out a hand to introduce himself, but John turned on his heels and strode away to continue with his work. With a defeated shrug, he turned back to the display but could only stare blankly at the vast array of options, diagrams, and interactables on screen, so instead, he turned the screen off and re-joined Taris and the others. 
 
    “Good, Sean, what do you think the chances are of this mission succeeding?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Honestly?” huffed Sean, “I don’t know. Fez is a decorated officer, well experienced, well-liked, I’m surprised he hasn’t been cloned already so there must be a reason why we haven’t heard anything… or maybe he has?” Sean paced about, “maybe he doesn’t remember who we are?” 
 
    “A terrible thought,” admitted Michael. “But none-the-less, this is a potentially important mission, and a mission with little chance of conflict, it’s a perfect opportunity to make sure no gremlins remain in the systems.” 
 
    “Gremlins?” Zarid questioned, “you mean those huge animals on Arcadin?” he looked about, worried, then leaned into Sean, “I once saw one of those crush another Fre to death with nothing more than its foot.” 
 
    “… No,” Michael shook his head, “it’s an old Earth saying if there are any bugs we can find them out before combat.” 
 
    “BUGS!?” Taris squealed, “no, no, no! Take me home now, I’m not coming.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Sean sighed, palming his face, “I’ll take care of these two morons, Michael, I hope to see you again soon.” 
 
    “You too,” Michael said before shaking Zach’s hand and stepping into the elevator. 
 
    Zach made himself comfortable in the Captain’s chair, twisting a console attached to an arm rig around to sit in front of him. He waved Sean over to come and sit beside him, but like a petulant child he ignored his wishes and looked over a busy officer’s shoulder, pretending to inspect their work but really learning how to operate the new system. 
 
    “Sir, the President is away, we are cleared for undocking.” 
 
    A boyish smile spread across Zach’s face. “Proceed. And helmsman…don’t scratch it.” 
 
    Loud bangs soon rang throughout the ship as the external fuel lines snapped off from the hull and freely floated away back to the drydock. Radio chatter erupted all around Sean as the different stations communicated across the ship. 
 
    “Begin engine ignition,” Zach’s smile left him, replaced with the pinched look of concentration. 
 
    The entire structure of the vessel creaked and moaned as the rear manoeuvring thrusters roared online. Sean stumbled backwards as the new grav-plating aligned itself to the sudden increase in thrust. The floor violently vibrated, Sean looked to his left and then to his right, looking for any worried faces that matched his own.  
 
    But within moments the hulking vessel slowly pulled away from the drydock. The bridge erupted into a loud cacophony of cheers and jubilation, a moment Sean caught himself smiling at. Zach, a lone figure, privately punched the air and spun his seat around and looked towards the FTL officer. 
 
    “Martin set a course for Desciea.” 
 
    “Desciea, aye, aye.” 
 
    The trio of misfits took the remaining seats at the rear of the bridge and strapped themselves in. A static field built up across every surface, Sean’s arm hairs stood on end and a slight tingling ran down his spine. 
 
    “Oh God, please don’t let me die like this,” Sean squirmed. 
 
    “At least you won’t know,” Zarid said, “you’ll be torn into a million pieces.” 
 
    “Great… How comforting.” 
 
    Seconds later a gentle wave rocked the ship before pushing everyone violently forwards in their seats.  
 
    “FTL stable, we’re in sub-space,” Martin announced. 
 
    This was it, the beginning of a new journey for them all, one Sean hoped would take him across the galaxy peacefully and without conflict, but in these desolate times of war, the conflict was all anyone knew, and it always reared its ugly head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5
A FAMILIAR FEELING 
 
      
 
    A blinding flash of white light caressed the hull of the Fortitude as they exited subspace. The ship shuddered, contorting and stretching as it returned to ‘normal’ space and obeyed its own laws of physics. 
 
    It had been over a week since they had left Terranus behind, left behind the comforts of a solid grounding beneath their feet. A stream of messages and readings flooded the bridge as the communication relay satellites dumped the Fortitude’s proverbial post box on them all at once. 
 
    The elevator doors to the bridge hissed open. Sean stepped over the bulkhead and stood, looking over at the officers hard at work. 
 
    “Ah!” Zachary yelled over the comm chatter, “come over here, look at this.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Sean stood over his father who was watching their sensors build up a picture of the surrounding area. Around Desciea lay a sea of debris. Wreckage from ships, fortifications, and stations aimlessly orbited the planet. Every recognised inbound and outbound traffic lane was blocked by the mess left by the relentless assaults. 
 
    “Damn,” Sean sighed, “that’s real bad.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Zach sat back, “I feel we should wait here to be contacted first, don’t you? They seem to be rather busy.” 
 
    “I don’t agree,” Sean frowned, “we must make the first contact.” 
 
    “Sir!” a tactical officer turned to the Captain, “two vessels are inbound on an intercept course.” 
 
    Zach sat up straight, Sean watched on with curiosity, he was still learning, they both were, but it was interesting to him how his father acted under stress, this was his first real test. 
 
    “Origins?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Sir?” the officer replied. 
 
    “Their origins, damn it! Whose ships are they?” 
 
    “Sorry sir…” the officer said quietly. “They appear to be Ioution judging by their hull design, but a class of ship our database has no record of.” 
 
    Sean circled the room, ignoring the empty seat beside his father. The two vessels had made no effort at contacting them and sat stationary off their port side. 
 
    “What does their energy signature tell us?” Sean asked.  
 
    His dad peered over his shoulder and gave him a gentle smile, it was Sean’s first real action on the bridge, a place he had avoided as much as possible since coming aboard. He had found friends in engineering, the armoury, the shuttle bay, but the bridge was still daunting to him, but he knew it was a responsibility he had to own up to, not only for himself but everyone on board. 
 
    “Scanning…” came the reply. “High outputs but there’s very little energy leakage so we cannot get accurate readings.” 
 
    “Best estimates?” 
 
    “Scoutcraft,” the officer replied, “lightly armoured and no real threat to us.” 
 
    “I bet they’re taking all the readings they can of our new toy,” Zach said, “hopefully they’re impressed.” 
 
    “Didn’t they design a lot of our systems?” asked Sean curiously since the tech aboard felt familiar to him, as if it had been lifted straight from an Ioution cruiser. 
 
    “Did they help us?” Zach spun around and crossed one leg over the other, “sure, but much of the technology we designed ourselves, however much of an ally they are, we cannot potentially compromise control of the ship to a foreign power.” 
 
    Sean said nothing, instead, he nodded and stood quietly beside his father. 
 
    Time passed slowly as tension on the bridge grew into an oppressive force. Zach impatiently paced back and forth across the bridge, waiting for something, anything to come their way. 
 
    “I’m not waiting any longer,” he barked, “hail…” 
 
    “Incoming hail request,” John Veterri, the ship’s comms officer, interrupted.  
 
    Zach hurried across the room and took his seat. He shifted about getting the right position and adjusted his uniform accordingly. Sean stood away from the camera so the focus was solely on his father, he wanted to see what the man was made of. 
 
    “On screen,” Zach nodded. 
 
    “State your purpose,” the Ioution ordered sternly. 
 
    On the screen was a typically outfitted Ioution pilot, an opaque, blue shield rose up from his collar and masked his face, he wore a tight, grey uniform, and sat centrally aboard the small single-seater patrol vessel. 
 
    “We’re here to see the council,” Zach responded calmly, “we have a proposition.” 
 
    The pilot remained silent, his facial expressions were obfuscated but Sean knew a look of confusion was deeply embedded in their features. “A proposition?” he finally spoke up, “what could you possibly have to offer us, Human?” 
 
    The revulsion and suspicion were obvious in his voice, the Ioution public didn’t much care for humanity, they saw them as nothing more than a new toy or a lap dog, a mere passing interest. Recent events and the Human’s displays of resilience had made those in power sit up and take notice, though. Humans were already known throughout the galaxy for one thing and that was their ability to get what they wanted. 
 
    “I do believe it may be a touch above your pay grade,” Zach smiled, “just point us in the right direction and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    An uneasy silence followed. The pilot drew closer to his onboard camera and lowered his facial masking to reveal a battered and bruised face. Superficial injuries had scarred his deep-blue skin and his piercing, green eyes burnt with fire. 
 
    “Do not presume as to whom you are conversing with,” the pilot bit his lip, holding back his anger, “insults do not breed respectable diplomacy, not on Desciea.” 
 
    Zach sat forwards and brushed a piece of lint from his sleeve, “no, I suppose they don’t, do they?”  
 
    Out of the camera’s view, Zach gripped tightly on the arm of the chair, his hand shook with anger with each passing moment, but he eventually let out a drawn-out breath and sat back, relaxed. 
 
    “So, what are the proper channels then?” 
 
    “Drop your shields and allow a boarding party to inspect your cargo.” 
 
    “Out of the question!” Zach boomed, “I will not allow anyone with your distaste for humanity aboard my vessel, is that clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” the pilot responded. 
 
    “Sir, I’m detecting increased energy readings from the patrol vessels!” tactical advised. 
 
    “Raise shields,” Zach barked, “charge mass drivers three through six and arm with proximity explosive yields.” 
 
    “Dad!” Sean interjected, grabbing his father’s arm, “– Captain. Let me handle this.” 
 
    Sean moved into the Captain’s chair, disgusted that it was still warm. 
 
    “Ah,” the pilot gave a faint smile of recognition, “Ambassador Maguire, it is nice to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Stop whatever it is you’re planning, we’re here on a peaceful mission and need to speak to the High Council, do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    The screen went dark as the pilot closed his camera’s feed. Sean felt everyone watching him, eyes dug deep under his skin, he shifted uncomfortably in the chair before the feed flashed back. 
 
    “It is,” the pilot said. 
 
    “It is… possible?” asked Sean, slightly confused. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Right then, that’s good I suppose,” Sean turned to face his dad, “Captain? Fancy your seat back?” 
 
    “Move,” Zach said as he pushed his son angrily out the way. 
 
    “One more moment, Ambassador,” the pilot interrupted, “It is a true honour to meet with one of Feghouli’s most trusted advisors if a Captain of such high esteem praises a Human then who am I to think otherwise. Your crew’s safe passage has been granted, calibrate your sensors to avoid the debris, it is far from safe at the moment.” 
 
    “We will do,” Sean and Zach both spoke then shared an awkward glance towards one another before the feed was cut off. 
 
    “That was… different,” the Captain said, “I wonder why there was so much hostility towards us?” 
 
    “Maybe they see us a resource drain when they could be better spent protecting their own colonies or reinforcing Desciea?” Sean said. “Who knows, really, they’re a difficult bunch.” 
 
    The crew let out a collective breath once it calmed. The elevator doors hissed open, Taris stood patiently looking down at a datapad, but as she stepped forwards her temple crashed into the connecting bulkhead. Every male eye, and a few female ones turned towards her, she wore her newly upgraded, skin-tight suit of armour she so aptly named ‘Fortune’ that showed off her perfect figure to anyone with even a cursory glance. Sean gave her a smile and a quick wave as he was head down in a console preparing for the obstacle course through Desciea’s orbit. 
 
    Suitably embarrassed, she was gone as quickly as she had arrived. With her new position in the armoury, the two of them had spent less time together. Sean watched as the elevator doors closed behind her and sighed, wishing for a time when their shifts would line up so they could get more than a quick snack or dinner together before being separated again. This was a life with real responsibility, he knew, sacrifices had to be made, however unhappy they made him. 
 
    “Captain, I’m having trouble mapping a suitable path through the Ioution debris field, our sensors seem to be miscalibrated, I-I’m not sure how that happened, Sir,” the tactical officer said. 
 
    “Here, I’ll help,” replied Sean. 
 
    He circled around the consoles and nudged the officer out of his way. After taking a seat, he stared at the array of windows on the screen, he thought back the manuals he had been reading since coming aboard and let his instincts take over. Eventually, he worked his way through the system, inputting the correct commands. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the officer said. 
 
    “It’s not a problem, my time on Ioution ships gives me a unique perspective to how their hulls refract and deflect data streams, our scans should be more accurate now.” 
 
    The tactical map continued to populate for close to five minutes before no new signatures were detected.  Outside, maintenance bots skated across the system repairing emplacements and breaking down debris for materials, civilian traffic was almost non-existent as the area had been classified a war zone. This was a different world to the one Sean had visited over a year ago, wounds still ran fresh in society below and a fragile peace seemed to reign, at least for now for now. 
 
    “Two paths seem obvious,” Sean checked the tactical display, “both are about as dangerous as the other, but they seem to be the only options unless you have a better idea… Captain.” 
 
    Zach didn’t acknowledge the veiled dig, instead, he selected a course and sat back as the ion drives began their ignition.  
 
    Small chunks of debris crashed against the hull’s armour plating sending dull reverberations throughout the ship. The inexperienced crew hunched up like cautious felines with every strike. Sean shook his head, dismayed that such young staff controlled what was, unofficially, the Terran’s current flagship. 
 
    All around them small transport vessels weaved between the larger chunks of destroyed ships, retrieving the dead and bringing them back to Desciea so their memories could be downloaded into a new body. A cold realisation shivered through Sean’s body as the morbid spectacle dredged up suppressed memories. 
 
    Zach didn’t know. He didn’t know his son had died on the Arrakis back when Earth was first attacked and brought back by Fez and his crew… as a clone. 
 
    Sean wandered alone with his thoughts. Does anyone else know? a cold sweat beaded across his pale forehead and he felt sick with anxiety. He rose unsteadily to his feet, wanting to be alone, away from his possible accusers.  
 
    “Sean?” his father had noticed his odd behaviour, “what’s wrong?” 
 
    Officer’s pretended not to listen, but the XO’s strange behaviour was difficult to ignore. “I’ve got to go,” Sean said, “I feel faint.” 
 
    And with that, he disappeared into the elevator and swiped at the controls. He fell to his side, only propped up by the wall, he tried to stand but fell straight back down. He gripped tightly to the railing and wobbled where he stood, come on, hurry up he complained internally as his entire world spun.  
 
    The doors hissed open allowing him to stumble forwards like a drunk sliding along the walls to his room. With a clenched fist he punched the controls, the doors he leant against zipped open, allowing him to fall forwards into a crumpled pile on the floor. What’s wrong with me? He thought, his mind becoming cloudier, thoughts harder to form, am I dying? 
 
    Images flashed through his consciousness, snaking, black tendrils, patches of flesh expanding and contorting as if breathing, and finally a face, not typically Xuron but more a half-breed. It seemed to look deep into his consciousness and smile, its silvery, corrupted skin cracking as it did. 
 
    A darkness enveloped him, twisting tendrils dug deep into his mind corrupting his thoughts, but with a sudden violent spasm down his spine, it was over. He was out cold and alone, the automatic door bashed against his leg not allowing it to close. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” a mysterious voice echoed through Sean’s thoughts, “I hope I am not being too intrusive.” 
 
    Sean tried to open his eyes but couldn’t, he tensed his body and struggled against the malaise which locked him in place. “Hello?” he asked, unsure what to do, “where am I?” 
 
    “You are sleeping,” the male voice replied, “how are you feeling?” 
 
    “I…,” he paused, “I feel nothing, oh God, what’s wrong with me, am I dead? Is this heaven… or hell?” 
 
    “Neither. This realm is of your creation, I am able to access it once certain conditions are met.” 
 
    Conditions? Sean thought. 
 
    “Yes, conditions,” the voice responded. 
 
    “How… How did you reply to my thoughts? Do you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Who the hell is this guy, Sean wondered. 
 
    “All will be revealed in due course, Sean, for now, I think some people are worried about you.” 
 
    A sudden coldness rushed through his body. Somehow, he knew he was now alone with his own thoughts - A scary prospect. 
 
    What was that? He asked himself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sean!” a woman's voice called out to him from the distance, “wake up, please, wake up!” the voice got closer, louder until it ricocheted within his skull. 
 
    Sean’s eyes snapped open. He laid on his side and stared at the wood panelling of his quarters. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” the women said as she embraced him, her warmth was gentle, kind, he felt safe in her arms. 
 
    “Where… Where am I?” Sean coughed, “am I dead?” 
 
    “Dead?” Taris put her face in front of him with a confused look scrawled across her features, “far from it, although you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    Sean sat up and propped himself against the wall, he wiped away the encrusted vomit from his lips, grimaced, and looked towards the small group of people poking their heads around the door. 
 
    “Maybe I have?” he said, recalling what just happened, “was anyone else here with you?” 
 
    “No?” Taris raised an eyebrow, “I was the first to find you, why?” 
 
    “It’s nothing, just a dumb fever dream I was having, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Do you want me to take you down to see the doctor?” 
 
    “No, no,” Sean winced as he pulled himself up and checked out his uniform in the mirror, “I’ll be fine, it was just a stomach bug or something, you know how FTL affects me sometimes, come on, let’s get back to the bridge.” 
 
    The two went their separate ways. The dream raced about in Sean’s mind as he silently stood in the elevator. It felt so real he thought, it can’t be, though. 
 
    He stepped onto the bridge and into the middle of his father and an officious looking Ioution deep in conversation. 
 
    “I cannot reveal that information,” the Ioution replied.  
 
    The dark grey gown that flowed down from her shoulders matched the pale blue tone of her skin, around her temple ran a thin, gold band that flashed through a multitude of vibrant colours, changing from one spectrum to the other.  
 
    “That’s a pity,” Zach said. He leant back in his chair and clasped his hands together. “Is there anything you can tell me?” 
 
    “No,” she replied sternly, her sharp facial features becoming obvious. 
 
    “Well,” Zach stood, clasping his hands behind his back as he strolled behind his chair, “what can you do?” 
 
    The women almost snarled at his question, but she quelled her temper and regained her composure, “I can refer your request to the High Council…” 
 
    “- We’ve already been granted permission to speak to the Council,” Zach said sharply, “stop wasting our time and yours and grant us passage through your planetary defences.” 
 
    There was a lull in the conversation. The Captain and the Ioution were drawn into a childish staring match until the female spoke up. 
 
    “Your race is as persistent as others have said,” she looked down off screen before returning her attention to the Captain, “there, your shuttles’ signature has been registered in our database, you have freedom of passage for twenty-four hours.” 
 
    With that, the video link shut off. Zach slumped down into his chair and let out a hefty sigh. 
 
    “Annoying, aren’t they?” Sean said from behind him, surprising the Captain. 
 
    “Yeah… Are you alright?” 
 
    “Never better,” he dodged the question. “What’s the plan, then?” 
 
    Zach frowned, unsure if he was fit for duty. “Take a shuttle to the surface with a small team and meet this ‘council’.” 
 
    “I’ve met them before, they’re… feisty, let’s put it that way.” 
 
    “Feisty?” Zach raised an eyebrow, “why did they even want to speak to you? Surely there are others…” he stopped before he dug an even deeper hole. 
 
    “I was Terran ambassador to them, you know?” scowled Sean, “why wouldn’t they want to speak with me?” 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that,” Zach held his hands out apologetically. “Sorry, let’s just get down to the shuttle bay, our team should be waiting for us.” 
 
    “Let’s.” 
 
    They stepped out into the ground level of the bay. It was as busy and wondrous as it always was, the sheer scale was what got the Sean, he could look up towards the ceiling and feel a tremor of vertigo if he stared for too long. 
 
    “Captain,” yelled Taris across the bay. 
 
    The small band of marines shot up from their relaxed leans and stood to attention. Sean gave Taris a sarcastic, knowing smirk as he stood in front of her as her superior officer. 
 
    “Officer Taris,” he barked, “why is there a dark stain on your uniform?” 
 
    She looked him dead in the eyes, the hatred that radiated out from her was intense, he knew he would pay for it later, but it was too good an opportunity to pass up. 
 
    “I’m sorry… sir,” she replied, “my significant other isn’t around much, he’s the one who usually does my washing.” 
 
    A faint sniggering came from the marines, Zach stood back and watched the playful banter, surprised at how the different species bounced off each other. “Come on you two,” Zach gently pushed between them, “let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Sean put his arm around the waist of the only person he truly cared about and made his way to the shuttle. Its interior was Spartan and cramped, two short rows of seats sat centrally like a movie theatre and thick tubes ran overhead towards the engines. 
 
    “Ready?” the designated pilot asked from the cockpit up front. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Zarid yelled. 
 
    “… Go ahead,” Zach sighed. 
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VOICES FROM THE VOID 
 
      
 
    Vibrations shook the team in their seats as the shuttle gently lowered down onto the landing pad within the inner city. The door at the rear of the shuttle slowly opened until it formed a ramp. 
 
    “Holy moly,” a marine gasped, “look at it.” 
 
    Outside was a bustling metropolis constructed from alien stones and metals. Buildings towered past the thin cloud cover, and vehicles sped overhead in orderly lanes. An oddly sweet air rolled into the shuttle as they prepared to leave. 
 
    “First time here, huh?” Sean smiled, “it’s pretty, right?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the marine nodded, “it sure is.” 
 
    All around them outlandishly constructed shuttles from every race competed for airspace, their close proximity vectoring saving them from embarrassing collisions. The ground suffered from constant earthquake-like tremors that unsettled the newcomers but the landing techs paid no attention to. 
 
    “Ah! Ambassador,” a familiar voice came from behind Sean, “how good it is to see you again.” 
 
    Sean turned on his heels and smiled, “High Councillor Joran, long time no see.” 
 
    The man’s ceremonial gown blew behind him in the light gusts which swept across the open shuttle port, his gummy smile brought an odd warmth to Sean’s heart. 
 
    Joran approached and held out a hand, “this is how your species greets, correct?” 
 
    Sean took the man’s hand and happily shook it. Joran stepped back and lowered his hood, his bald head and deep mauve skin gleamed in the natural dawning light that bathed the entire city. 
 
    “High Councillor,” Zach said, holding out a hand, “it’s a pleasure.” 
 
    Joran took his hand but regarded him with suspicion, “welcome to Desciea… Sorry, I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    “Zachary Burton, I’m Sean’s father and Captain.” 
 
    Joran’s features suddenly softened, “how wonderful! You brought your parents along with you, we must show them some of the city.” 
 
    Sean looked down at his feet, “just my dad, sadly,” he sighed, “my mother died a long time ago.” 
 
    “I do apologise, ambassador. Ah, Lady Taris, this is a welcomed surprise.” 
 
    “Hello Joran,” she said as if being forced to spend time with her grandparents, “- Lovely… weather.” 
 
    “Indeed!” he smiled, “but come, I hear you’re here on important business.” 
 
    The High Councillor ushered Sean and his companions into a waiting vehicle, two of the marines stayed behind and sat on the shuttle’s ramp, guarding it against any unscrupulous types.  
 
    Soon they were in the air. Sean sat back in his cushioned seat and watched as the vast structures passed by his window. Not much had changed since his last visit, but the scars of war were dug deep into the cityscape which spread to the horizon. Buildings stood proud with their wounds on display, tangled debris littered the streets below, and an intermittent shielding surrounded the city in an almost translucent pale blue that flittered in and out of existence. 
 
    “It’s eerily similar to the scene back home,” Sean sighed, “so much death and destruction.” 
 
    “Yes,” Joran nodded sombrely, “it is a great shame the Veterum have not finalised the design of their new weapon, it could end this war in a literal flash.” 
 
    Sean thought back to the trouble his old team went through to acquire the final pieces the Veterum Imperium needed to complete their weapon design. He had lost a lot during that time, almost everything, in fact, the Mar’Ell and her crew were lost to combat, Remulus had left the squad and joined the Veterum council, but the loss of Fez, his old Captain, still hit him the hardest. 
 
    Below them, the vast obelisk that ruled over the city came into view. The council building was magnificent in every sense, its sprawling, lush green gardens were in stark contrast to its surroundings, its dark stone concaved roof domed over a large area casting a wide shadow onto the gardens it governed. 
 
    The vehicle came to a sudden stop in mid-air and gently lowered down in front of the sprawling white stairs which led up to two heavy wooden doors. Zarid threw the door of the vehicle aside and stepped out first. Around them trees spiralled towards the sky, the warm morning light pierced through the leaves but its struggle was for nought as the building was immersed in the ominous lingering shadows they cast. 
 
    “So, it seems only the poor suffer here, too, huh?” Zarid questioned. 
 
    “Society has a certain chain of import, yes,” scowled Joran. 
 
    Sean stood beside Taris, her eyes swiftly moved around the perimeter as she checked for threats, it was her job to always be on alert, but the aura she gave off was worrying. 
 
    “You alright?” Sean whispered. 
 
    “Yeah… Just don’t like it here much, you know?” 
 
    Sean placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, “your dad?” 
 
    She turned, she hid her emotions well but he could tell the small micro expressions in her face, “yeah… yours being around really had me thinking about my own, I haven’t seen him in a long time, this place just brings some hard memories flooding back.” 
 
    He gripped her shoulder tightly before moving away towards the High Councillor who stood at the base of the steps with a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “What’s up?” Sean asked. 
 
    “I do have something to admit,” Joran squinted as he held a hand up to block out one of the few rays of sunlight which pushed through. 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “This meeting of yours,” Joran raised his hood to block the sunlight, “I feel it may be a wasted endeavour.” 
 
    Sean looked at him confused, “why? I think it’s a solid idea, the morale boost alone of having Fez back could push things in our favour.” 
 
    “You are right, I do not deny that the man is a cult hero among many here – “ 
 
    “- Then why the issue?” 
 
    Joran sighed, he guided Sean towards a long stone bench and winced as he sat, “our laws and constitution are rather strict on cloning, you see, for someone to be cloned they must either be of import to Ioution interests or below their allotted limit.” 
 
    “Ioution importance?” Sean raised his voice, “I’m a damn cl…” he stopped mid-sentence and pushed in towards Joran, “I’m a damn clone,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes, an unfortunate event on Feghouli’s part I am afraid to say, although you have proven useful.” 
 
    “Then what’s the issue with cloning him?” 
 
    “To put it bluntly, Sean, we have no confirmation of his death.” 
 
    “I watched him die, though, we left him behind as Xuron swarmed his position.” 
 
    “But did you see him die? What about the figure that spoke to you aboard your Terran vessel?” Joran asked. 
 
    Sean recalled the incident. His memory of the event was clouded, everyone was in a panic as they crammed into the shuttle escaping the Xuron queen, but he could still see his friend’s face now as the being stood over him, ready to strike him down. The feeling Sean got when a Xuron-corrupted Fez spoke to him was one of confusion, he knew it wasn’t the Captain, but mind games from an intelligent species.  But one crucial part was missing. 
 
    “I suppose I didn’t see him die,” he sat back and sighed, “and whatever that was that spoke to me wasn’t him… Could he still be alive?” 
 
    “It is a possibility,” Joran admitted, “he may have escaped, they may have spared him or taken him aboard one of their vessels for interrogation. There are many outcomes, and however slim, the rules of dual-existence cannot be broken or bent for anyone, and even if the Council did say yes – Which they most certainly will not – the laws of quantum entanglement prohibit the outcome without special, illegal, techniques.” 
 
    Sean perked up and sat forwards, “so it can be done, even if he is alive?” 
 
    Joran shook his head and stood, “do not go down that road,” he pointed a finger angrily into Sean’s face, “the laws of the universe must be obeyed… but yes, it can be done.” 
 
    Sean scratched at the stubble which had taken hold of his chin, he sat back and pondered his options before nodding towards the High Councillor. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll drop it, but I may as well speak to the council… just in case.” 
 
    “’Ey, Sean!” Zarid called, “we’re being summoned.” 
 
    With that, he re-joined the crew and made his way up the steep steps. The large doors were opened from the inside by an unseen force, the syrupy smell of wood polish and varnish wafted out pleasing Sean’s senses. 
 
    His mind raced as he stepped into the grand reception hall, he remembered the altercation between Fez and Xe’Olo and how it had ended. He took a quick, inquisitive glance towards the spot where her blood had soaked the plush carpet but there was no sign that it had ever happened. 
 
    The team fanned out and each took a seat at the long wooden table as they waited. Sean twirled the exotic, black crystal glass around on its pivot, mesmerized by its flickering colour as if it were constructed from the finest granite.  
 
    Across the room, though, the second set of wooden doors slowly opened. A procession of resplendently gowned councillors walked through, leaving the antechamber. 
 
    “Aren’t they gonna’ see us?” Sean asked, turning towards Joran. 
 
    “As I said,” the councillor sighed, “your request is preposterous, no one will want to entertain your fantasies, they have a more pressing agenda to see to.” 
 
    An anger grew within Sean, he knew it was a sound idea and if they just listened they may just agree with him. 
 
    Moments later a lady walked through, a deep, regal-red gown draped down from her shoulders, her long, thinning hair greyed, but she remained elegant in her advancing years. “Ambassador Maguire, the High Council is ready to see you.” 
 
    Zach looked across to Sean, “what about me?” 
 
    The usher remained unflustered as if dealing with a petulant child, “the High Council only requested the presence of Mr Maguire.” 
 
    “But I’m the Captain,” he moved aggressively towards her but stopped as two guards stepped forward and trained their rifles on the irate Human. 
 
    “And he’s the ambassador,” she replied, “I can permit a dual audience if Mr Maguire so wishes.” 
 
    Sean grinned and locked eyes with his father. At that moment, he had all the power. He adjusted his uniform and nodded, “you may join me, Captain, although how much you’ll understand is beyond me, this is an intense political negotiation, a skilled craft, something only…” 
 
    “- You’ve done it once,” Taris interjected, “so shut up and get in there.” 
 
    Sean lowered his head and moved off, slyly waving for Zach to follow. The officious looking Ioution guided them through the wide, ornately decorated hallways before stopping in front of two towering stone doors. She pulled out a small device and communicated with another. Within moments the doors split apart to reveal a dark room, a single spotlight lit a pedestal which sat centrally of the pews which encircled the room. 
 
    “Well, this is frightening,” Zach admitted. 
 
    “Want me to hold your hand?” replied Sean. 
 
    Zach pushed his son in the back and together they walked towards the stand. Those who sat around them were shrouded in darkness, a single seat which was placed directly in front of the plinth was illuminated. 
 
    Sean could hear his own heartbeat in the sensory-deprived room. He squinted his eyes, searching the silent seating anything that resembled a person but it was no use. The pair waited patiently, wondering if they should address the masked audience. Sean stepped towards the console and opened his mouth. 
 
    “No,” a deep female voice echoed through the chamber. 
 
    Moving silently from the darkness an Ioution female gently lowered herself down into the chancellor’s seat, ignoring the agitated Terrans. 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked Sean, confused, “no what?” 
 
    “Please bring the next order of business,” the chancellor demanded. 
 
    Sean stepped back, defeated, “come on, let’s just leave.” 
 
    Zach grabbed Sean’s arm and yanked him back to the stand, “just you wait a minute,” he boomed, pointing a finger towards the nonchalant chancellor, “at least hear what we have to say.” 
 
    “Why?” it wasn’t a question but a dismissal as she looked at them with a certain indifference  
 
    “Because we have a proposal,” Zach spoke up, stepping forward, “and as allies, I think…” 
 
    “You do not think, Human, a simple communication could have prevented you wasting fuel and time on this endeavour as far more pressing matters get stuck behind the queue you have formed with your ridiculous notions.” 
 
    “Ridiculous?” Sean barked, “I think… I…” he went to speak but his thoughts were confused as if out of phase, quickly, he grabbed onto the railings to maintain his failing balance, only the swift reflexes of Zach kept him aloft. 
 
    “You alright son?” Zach whispered, “come on, talk to me.” 
 
    Sean pushed off his father’s hold as his body regained its composure. “I think of you all as misguided fools,” Sean spoke in an uncharacteristic, monotone voice. 
 
    “Sean!” Zach whispered angrily, “what’re you doing?” 
 
    “Go ahead, bring Feghouli back, it will only serve to aid him,” Sean spoke but his eyes were dead. 
 
    “How dare you,” the chancellor roared, “the laws of dual-existence are very clear, identical memories cannot co-exist, the central database would not differentiate them, voiding both experiences, in essence, neither would exist and both would become lifeless husks.” 
 
    “But Fez’s dead!” replied Zach, “Sean watched him die!” 
 
    “Did he?” Sean said, his lifeless eyes turned and looked at Zach, “are you one hundred percent certain about that? Often if you seek the truth you will find the whole truth.” 
 
    Sean suddenly shook violently before his body folded to the floor.  
 
    “Sean! Sean!” Zach shook his son, “come on, wake up!” 
 
    Sean’s body flopped around posing no resistance. Zach checked his pulse and Sean’s heart still pumped strongly. Within seconds, though, his eyes slowly opened and revealed his enlarged pupils and glazed over look. 
 
    “What… What happened?” asked Sean as he pushed himself up from the console and held on tight to the railing. 
 
    “You passed out,” Zach leant in close and whispered in his ear, “you alright? This isn’t the first time this has happened I hear.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah I’m fine.” 
 
    “How do you expect to convince me of Feghouli’s return when you cannot even maintain your own health, Human?” the chancellor said. “Leave this chamber, do not bother to return until you have a realistic proposal for us to consider.” 
 
    Sean clenched his fist in anger, but Zach knew a lost cause when he saw one so with a guiding hand ushered his son out from the council chambers and back into the waiting hall. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Zarid asked, his feet propped up on the expensive table as he picked at his teeth. 
 
    “Great,” replied Sean. 
 
    “Really!?” Taris stood in excitement. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh…” she sat back down with a heavy sigh, “what now then?” 
 
    “Now we return to Earth, update Hagen, and see what the Veterum are planning,” Zach said, pushing Zarid’s feet off the table. 
 
    In silence, the group exited the building to the waiting shuttle. Sean lagged behind, trying to rationalise his latest worrying encounter. Troubled, he dug his hands deep into his pockets and came across a small metal cube that started to vibrate in the palm of his hand.  
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered to himself, “this isn’t mine.” 
 
    Instinctively, he flipped the device over and saw a flashing green light on its underside, without any pre-thought, he pressed it down and waited. 
 
    “Nothing,” he scoffed. 
 
    But, just as he was ready to discard the device, a faint voice rolled from its surface. He held it up to his ear and listened. “Sean Maguire of Earth,” the man’s voice spoke, it sounded distant and muffled by background engine noise. 
 
    “… Yes?” replied Sean, confused. 
 
    “I have instructions for you.” 
 
    Sean said nothing, he waited for a few seconds expecting the man to continue. 
 
    “… Go on then,” he said. 
 
    “A gunship is leaving the spaceport within the next twenty minutes, it has obvious markings on its front cockpit, make sure to follow it.” 
 
    “Follow it? I don’t even know who you are, you could blow us out the sky.” 
 
    “We share common interests.” 
 
    “Painting? Reading? What interests are we talking about?” 
 
    A dejected silence came from the device, Sean was sure he heard the man sigh to himself before replying. “Just follow the ship,” with that smoke began to steam from the device, Sean quickly threw it to his side as it heated up and before long it exploded into thousands of tiny shards. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Zach asked. 
 
    “I dunno,” Sean shrugged, “a strange communicator vibrated in my pocket and some guy told us to follow a gunship with ‘obvious markings’ leaving in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Said we share common interests.” 
 
    “What, like painting?” 
 
    “… That’s exactly what I said.” 
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HIDDEN AGENDAS 
 
      
 
    It had been fifteen minutes since they returned to their shuttle. Sean and Zach stood over the pilot’s shoulder watching out the cockpit window, waiting for any distinguishing marks to catch their attention. Each false alarm further frustrated the pair and pushed them closer towards calling the entire thing a hoax. 
 
    All around them shuttles rumbled towards the atmosphere, but they waited patiently even as frustration grew. A loud beeping coming from the pilot’s console broke their trance-like concentration. The pilot pulled down his microphone and answered the incoming transmission. 
 
    “Terran shuttle, depart immediately, you were previously granted clearance to leave.” 
 
    Sean and Zach shared an anxious glance, they looked at one another waiting for the other to act. “You’re the Captain,” Sean reminded Zach. 
 
    In a huff, Zach pulled the microphone from the pilot’s helmet. “Sorry about that flight control, we…” he looked around the shuttle realising his response would mould the crew’s impression of his leadership, “we’re having engine trouble, we’ll be out your hair in no time.” 
 
    “You have ten minutes before your vessel is to be towed and locked away in storage until you pay the necessary fines, this is your first and last warning, heed it.” 
 
    With that, the communication went dead. “Heed it,” Zach scoffed, “who does he think he is? These God damned Ioutions are always so…” 
 
    “Wait!” Sean interrupted, “what’s that?” 
 
    He pointed out the window towards a bulky vessel. The landing pad under it slowly rotated to reveal some distinct, almost tribal, looking marks etched across the front of the vessel in a flaky, glistening golden paint. 
 
    “Is that it?” Zach wondered aloud, “no other ship has that design.” 
 
    “No other ship here has had that assortment of weaponry, either.” 
 
    Under the two wings sat pods of plasma and high-energy weapons. Its hull was as dark as onyx and looked over-engineered as if thick plates of armour had been secured around the entire ship post-production. Two white lights flashed from the front of the vessel as it turned and faced them. 
 
    “That must be a signal,” Sean said, “it has to be.” 
 
    Without hesitation, he shooed the pilot out the way and slid down into his seat before wrapping the two flight harnesses around himself. 
 
    “Whoa there,” Zach said after hearing a sharp intake of breath from the seated Marines, “you sure you can fly this thing?” 
 
    Sean turned his head with a playful smirk, “you’re damn right I can.” 
 
    Ignoring the pre-flight checks, he started the shuttle’s ignition sequence as if he were well versed in its operation. The entire structure shook as the engines spluttered creating a thin black mist that seeped into their compartment from the engine room. 
 
    “Sean…” 
 
    “Zach…” 
 
    Zach sighed, patting his son on the shoulder before taking a seat beside the marines. 
 
    On the second attempt, the shuttle roared to life. Energy coursed through the ship’s veins as the powerful engine aggressively rumbled towards their rear. The marked gunship opposite them lifted off from its pad and slowly arced away from the spaceport. Sean looked down at the controls, and with a nervous gulp, he pulled the shuttle up. 
 
    The entire structure of their vessel shook violently as they ascended. The gunship seemed to wait for them as it casually drifted away in no real rush, but as soon as the shuttle left the ground they picked up speed, expecting the Human crew to follow. Sean wasn’t one to not chase adventure, so with a violent motion on the flight controls he thundered them forwards and tried to keep up with the escaping ship. 
 
    They arced high above the Ioution capital city keeping below the intermittent shield bubble which engulfed it. He looked out across the metropolis and felt sorry for those living in the battle-scarred expanses. The extent of the damage worsened the further they got from the city’s centre. Buildings had crumbled into the wide streets and now entire zones were nothing but twisted piles of rubble and charred vehicle skeletons. 
 
    As they approached the edge of the shielding, the Ioution gunship came to a sudden stop. Unable to come to an immediate stop, the Terran shuttle burst past at an incredible speed. Quickly, Sean pulled on the controls and threw them up into an ascent. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” Taris yelled as she gripped tightly to the chair as if it would prevent her death. 
 
    Sean paid her no attention as they skated near the edge of the shielding. The entire shuttle groaned as they looped back on themselves before they straightened out and stabilised by flying back towards the city before doubling back on themselves. 
 
    A small gap formed in the shielding as it dissolved away between two large pylons, the Ioution vessel sped through so Sean followed suit and passed through the energy barrier close behind. 
 
    Rolling, green hills unravelled from the city in waves, tall, ageing trees pierced from the lush landscape and clawed their way towards the thin cloud cover overhead. They flew towards a snow-capped mountainous range which sat on the horizon. Sean’s suspicions were reinforced as the location grew increasingly isolated, his trigger finger twitched in preparation of an ambush.  
 
    Time passed without incident. Sean relaxed back into the seat with a hot cup of the swamp-like mieno but quickly shot up as the Ioution vessel came to a sudden stop. The shuttle’s computers took control away from the inattentive Human and quickly jerked them to the side to avoid a collision. 
 
    As he was about to bring them about, a violent force rocked the shuttle and the cockpit was bathed in a blinding blue light. Sean covered his eyes with one hand while pulling hard on the flight controls with the other. But a memory rushed to the forefront of his mind, reminding him of the type of gravity manipulation that the Ioutions could employ. Suddenly a tingling sensation ran through his body as they were dragged across the sky, he sat back, took his hands off the controls and waited. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” asked Zach, standing, “are we under attack?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” replied Sean, “I’ve seen this technology before, it’s not a weapon.” 
 
    Slowly the shuttle was tractored towards the face of the mountain. Sean and the Captain watched out of the cockpit, their eyes growing wider as the craggy surface drew near. 
 
    “Errr, Sean,” Taris said, shifting about nervously in her seat, “we’re going to crash.” 
 
    “Just wait, let’s trust them.” 
 
    “You sure ‘bout that?” asked Zarid. 
 
    Sean gave the packed compartment behind him a telling glance. He watched as small rocks tumbled down towards the lake below. They were within one-hundred meters before his eyes suddenly widened. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Sean said, “I dunno about this anymore.” 
 
    He brutally pulled at the flight sticks, trying to push the shuttle into a vertical climb, but the gravitational forces of the beam were too much. He closed his eyes and covered his face as the rest of the crew began to panic. A sense of dread washed over him, I’ve just killed everyone he thought, it’s all my fault. 
 
    He squinted and scrunched his face as the nose of the ship was inches from the mountain, but just as he expected them to be engulfed in a ball of flame the tip of their ship passed harmlessly through the cliff. 
 
    “What, the, hell,” he gasped. 
 
    “Where exactly are we?” Zach asked hoping no one had noticed him covering his ears. 
 
    They passed through the side of the mountain and appeared in a vast facility carved deep into the rock. Bright lights overhead illuminated their way, not that they had a choice of direction. Multiple walkways leading to different levels encircled the wide-open area, he could see a movement of bodies rushing along them as well as onlookers stopping to see what was going on.  
 
    The beam of light manoeuvred them down towards a set of six landing pads, Sean engaged the landing struts as they were gently lowered down to one of the spots before the beam disengaged.  
 
    “What now?” asked Sean looking back at the nervous crew. 
 
    “I suppose we’ve been brought here for a reason, let’s go find out what that is,” replied Zach, regaining his composure. 
 
    The marines crowded around the shuttle’s exit as Taris moved up and placed a hand on the door release, “ready?” she asked. 
 
    With a nod from her subordinates, she cracked the emergency release down and pulled out a handgun. The clunky door fell away and crashed to the pad with a deafening bang, she poked out from the corner with her gun held out ready but she stopped, confused. 
 
    “Joran?” she exclaimed, lowering her weapon, “what is this about?” 
 
    Sean stepped forwards in a rush, “as in High Councillor Joran?” 
 
    “The very same,” replied Taris, turning, “marines, stand down, let the XO through.” 
 
    Sean squeezed between the heavily armoured soldiers and stepped up to the door, a wide, knowing smile slowly spread across his face as he hopped down and stood beside the shuttle. 
 
    “You sneaky old bastard,” Sean said playfully, “that was all an act back in the chambers, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Joran strode towards him with his small entourage and held out a hand which Sean met, but the councillor’s sombre expression didn’t fade. “No,” the Ioution replied bluntly, “I was telling the truth.” 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow, “then why are we here? Why the big performance? We were about to leave and head home.” 
 
    Time had begun to take its effect on the facility, the metals were rusted and had obvious signs of wear, a concrete-like substance made up much of the construction which made it feel cold and lifeless. It reminded him of relics of old wars back on Earth, huge silos and fortifications made from steel and concrete, a reminder of a troubled past.  
 
    “Better yet,” Taris said, jumping down from the shuttle, “what is this place?” 
 
    “I think it would be better if I just showed you all,” Joran turned but looked back, “but please, no soldiers or weapons.” 
 
    Taris gave a signal for her squad to stay behind as she threw her sidearm into the vessel. The small team followed Joran, a large, metal blast door slowly opened and receded into the ceiling as they approached the main facility. Inside, the difference in technology was striking. Walls were coated in a thin, white polymer film that insulated and protected the building, the floor tiles were dimly illuminated and warm to the touch.  
 
    “Crazy,” said Zarid, “to think all this is inside a mountain.” 
 
    Screens flashed on along the way, messages scrolled along them in an array of foreign languages, most of which Sean or his translator couldn’t decipher. As they turned the corner a large contingent of Ioution soldiers waited silently. They were armoured from head-to-toe in a black, tight-fitting ballistic suit, the green cells of the plasma weapons they held across their chests glowed brightly giving their faces an almost demonic look. 
 
    “What is this?” Zach protested. 
 
    “Just a precaution, Captain, there is nothing to worry about,” replied Joran. 
 
    Two of the soldiers advanced towards the group. Sean tensed up at the sight of the advanced marine moving towards him, he shuffled backwards as the imposing figure looked down at him. 
 
    “Arms out,” the soldier said in a robotic voice, a translator Sean assumed. 
 
    The group complied. The soldiers pulled out a small device and scanned the team’s bodies with a pulsating purple light. Eventually, the device bleeped as it scanned Zarid, the soldier quickly grabbed hold of the Fre and yanked him forwards. 
 
    “Get off ‘ya scumbag,” Zarid shouted, “I ain’t done nothing wrong!” 
 
    The soldier pushed aside Zarid’s long, draping trench coat and pulled a pistol from out of the back of his trousers. 
 
    “Whoops,” smiled Zarid as he panicked, “I just forgot ‘bout it, that’s all.” 
 
    Joran joined the team in shaking their heads in disappointment as the marines backed off and stood aside, holding onto the illegal weapon. With a wave from Joran, the squad continued through the facility, in awe at its grand, but not wasteful, scale.  
 
    Eventually, they stopped outside a nondescript door, Joran slowly turned to face the edgy crew, “in here,” he said, “everything will be explained.” 
 
    With a creek, the High Councillor pushed the door aside. Sean moved into the room with a hand on the wall, expecting a light source to flare and illuminate the light-starved room. Squinting, he searched for any evidence of what the rooms use was, but it was no use. Joran closed the door behind him and moved away. “Wait near the door, he ordered. 
 
    Sean felt as if he stood alone. He felt the warmth of the bodies beside him and heard the light breathing of those around him, but that was it. Suddenly, a single point of light flickered on overhead bathing a single chair in the centre of the room. 
 
    Groaning, the High Councillor gripped the arms of the seat and lowered himself down. Six coloured beams snapped on from the ceiling to pads in the floor which then glowed a bright white that pierced the surrounding darkness. 
 
    On the pads, six figures began to form. Their silhouette was constructed block by block as the beams of light printed their representations. Finally, six Ioutions draped in expensive looking gowns stood before them, hovering inches off the ground in six-meter-tall holograms. Sean gulped at the imposing sight. It wasn’t perfect, though, their holographic forms lagged behind their real-world counterparts creating a distorted image as the projectors attempted to reconstruct their image. 
 
    “This is centuries old technology,” Taris whispered to Sean. 
 
    “I can tell, it worked flawlessly on the Mar’Ell.” 
 
    “Why have we been summoned?” one of the females spoke up, her mouth moved in a mess of distortion as the image jumped about, struggling with the fine details.  
 
    Joran sat forwards with hands on knees, “I presume you heard the Human’s request at the chambers.” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    The images looked at one another and nodded before a male voice responded. “We have no confirmation of death.” 
 
    “We are not against the idea,” the female added, “but the proposal is virtually impossible.” 
 
    “But not completely impossible,” said Sean, stepping towards Joran. 
 
    “Not completely, no.” 
 
    A pensive silence fell across the cold chamber. Sean seized the opportunity to speak before Joran held his arm deflecting a possible outburst.  
 
    “We have done it before,” Joran said, sitting back. 
 
    “All of them were deemed to be of large galactic importance. Feghouli was, by all accounts, a great man and an even greater Captain, but Captains are replaceable.” 
 
    “So are councillors,” snapped Joran. 
 
    Zarid nudged Sean in the side, excited at the heated debate, the Human gave a weak smile before watching on intently. 
 
    “So that may be,” a grainy image replied, “we have had an opportunity to look over your proposal, and I do admit that it interests me.” 
 
    “I concur,” another said, “we have a responsibility to this sector of the galaxy to ensure the safety of all as the dominant power, Humans included. Feghouli could serve a useful role as ambassador to them, he has, over much time, gained their respect and shown a loyalty to their race that not many Ioutions seem to share.” 
 
    “But what if he is alive, awaiting a rescue?” the female asked, “this procedure will kill him and the clone before they even get a chance.” 
 
    “There are ways around the struggle of quantum particles, Aranaeum, you should know that.” 
 
    “You know names are not permitted,” Joran interjected angrily. 
 
    “I apologise.” 
 
    Aranaeum approached the holographic camera, even with the inaccurate image her scornful features were still obvious, “I do know that I also know that the success rate is only five percent, even with the recent advances.” 
 
    “Well I think it is a good idea,” a bombastic voice boomed through the room as a heavy set Ioution interrupted, “you have my vote.” 
 
    Above the man, a green sphere emerged. 
 
    “Well?” Joran asked, “shall we get to the vote then?” 
 
    Slowly, two red spheres formed and three more green balls emerged above the holographic images. 
 
    “Motion is passed in favour, four to two,” declared Joran. 
 
    Sean punched the air in a personal, hidden celebration, Taris placed an arm around his shoulders and whispered into his ear, “he’s coming home,” before kissing the top of his head. 
 
    Sequentially, the images flickered out of existence to be replaced by a bright overhead light. Joran sat silently preoccupied with the ramifications of the surprise vote. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Sean, “I thought you’d be happy?” 
 
    Joran sat up and looked at the Human directly in the eyes, “this is not a mission without danger, Sean, our cause has many sympathisers where I am sending you, but do not be fooled, our society is as fractured as ever and splinter groups have begun to form on every world.” 
 
    Waving his warnings away Sean dismissed the High Councillor, “we’ll be fine, have you seen our new ship?” 
 
    “It is an impressive vessel, indeed, but please, do take caution.” 
 
    Sean nodded and shook Joran’s hand before the Ioution handed him a small datapad, “what’s this?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Co-ordinates and tactical information that may assist you in the outer rim.” 
 
    “The outer rim!” yelled Taris, “we can’t go there.” 
 
    “The outer rim?” asked Zach. 
 
    “It’s a lawless zone,” replied Sean, “pirates and Xuron operate without restraint, it’s where we discovered Remulus which then led us to the Veterum, we should be on our toes.” 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the year,” Zarid interrupted.  
 
    After a brief discussion amongst the crew and High Councillor, they were escorted back to their shuttle and with a goodbye and well wishes from the Ioution before they were sent back outside the mountain base. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they were past the planet’s atmosphere and docked with the Fortitude. Sean and Taris headed for their shared officers’ quarters to catch some rest after a long day.  
 
    “Prepare for FTL travel, this is a five-minute warning,” the Captain’s voice rolled throughout the ship as Sean closed his heavy eyes. 
 
    As Sean drifted off to another world, the unmistakable tingling of the HS Drive coming online spread out across his limbs, and before long they slipped away from Desciea heading for the Outer Rim. 
 
    An hour passed. Sean and Taris were curled up beside one another deep in their own forms of sleep. Sean sprawled out across the wide bed as Taris curled up into a foetal position. But, without warning, they were both thrown across the room, slamming into the opposite wall. 
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered, rubbing his eyes, “what was that?” 
 
    His questions were soon answered as an alarm wailed from his terminal. Their room was bathed in a blood red as the Captain made a ship-wide announcement.  
 
    “Battle stations, this is not a drill, I repeat, battle stations.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8
OPPOSITES ATTRACT 
 
      
 
    Sean struggled on the floor, gasping for breath after his heavy collision.  
 
    His head felt light as he clawed at the railing, looking for any kind of purchase to pull himself up. The world seemed to spin, his stomach grew agitated as a telling moisture built within his mouth. 
 
    Through the pain and warped reality, Sean held out a hand which Taris grabbed, yanking him to his feet. He stabilised himself by leaning against the wall as his bodily functions returned to normal. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes and blinking furiously he spoke, “what was that?” 
 
    “I think we’re under attack.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide with fear, “Xuron?” 
 
    “Probably, come on, get dressed we’ve got to go.” 
 
     Stumbling around the room they slipped into their uniforms and rushed out the door. Everything seemed under control as they made their way to the elevators, alarms still wailed overhead but there had been no further impacts.  
 
    Without warning a second violent explosion thundered across the ship’s hull sending Sean and Taris tumbling to the floor. As they helped each other up the entire vessel was engulfed in heavy, mechanical clanking noises vibrating through the walls. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Taris asked expecting another strike. 
 
    “The armour plating is coming online,” Sean replied, “hopefully there won’t be another hit like the first once that’s in place.” 
 
    He was right. Once the loud mechanisms came to a halt the incoming rounds sounded like muffled drum beats that rolled across the ship like distant thunder. 
 
    Crew barged past him in a frantic rush to their stations. As he turned a corner a body laid strewn across the hallway, the pilot’s clothes were shredded and charred, his fearful white eyes pleaded for help through a bloody red blanket. The pair rushed to his aid, rolling him over onto his side. 
 
    “Officer, are you alright?” Sean asked, expecting the worst but hoping for the best. 
 
    No response came. 
 
    Sean leaned in closer as the man tried to whisper through cracked lips. “I can feel breath, but it’s weak, he needs serious medical attention.” 
 
    Two crewmen rounded the corner and stopped in horror, covering their mouths at the sight of the singed body.  
 
    “How did this happen?”  
 
    “I’m guessing that,” replied Sean, pointing to a blown-out terminal, “can you take him to medical?” 
 
    The pair looked at each other, “yes sir.” 
 
    The alarms suddenly silenced giving the hull impacts more urgency as Sean and Taris merged with a crowd pushing towards the elevator. He watched as the doors split open and a stampede of bodies rushed forwards to secure their place. 
 
    “You should do something,” Taris said to him. 
 
    He looked at her, took in a deep breath and shouted over the undisciplined mob, “crewman! Get in line!” 
 
    Each back instantly straightened as Sean walked through them taking his place beside the door. The men and women around him saluted smartly as they recognised the Ambassador and now XO.  
 
    “At ease,” he eventually said. Within moments the doors hissed open and he stepped aboard, alone, “bridge.” 
 
    Sean began to regret his decision as the elevator bounced on its lift drives when incoming rounds impacted on the shielding. 
 
    After a few seconds, the lift came to an unconvincing halt but the doors didn’t separate. Sean pressed the control terminal but was only met with a double beep, barring his exit. But, a small computer flipped down from the terminal with a randomly assigned set of numbers and letters.  
 
    He stared at it, confused, “what the?” he questioned out loud, bending down and getting closer to inspect the device, “do I need a code?” 
 
    Inputting his usual officer’s code only elevated the problem. As well as another double beep the numbers and letters on the terminal quickly rearranged themselves, jumbling them about further confusing him. 
 
    “Damn it!” he shouted, landing an open palm strongly against the doors.  
 
    Slumping back, his shoulders dropped in tandem with his self-worth. The doors across from him mocked him, mocked his ability to act as the ship’s XO, a literal barrier stood in his way and there was no way for him to overcome it. 
 
    He desperately wanted to retreat to his cabin as a thin strip of light pierced between the slowly retreating doors and bathed his face. “Get in here, NOW,” Zach motioned angrily for Sean to step onto the bridge.  
 
    He felt all eyes were upon him, dismissing him as a bumbling fool, certainly not a highly skilled bridge officer. It was fight or flight as a sudden realisation swept over him. He straightened his back and thought of what Fez would do. “Report!” he barked. 
 
    “We took light structural damage before we managed to engage our outer plating. Armour is holding across the ship but I wouldn’t like to spend too long here, their weapons are hitting us with some force… sir,” Frank Beacher, the Fortitude’s tactical officer, reported. 
 
    A wide grin spread across Sean’s face, internally, he relished the opportunity to test the Fortitude out in a real combat scenario. He rounded the room and looked over Frank’s shoulder. On the tactical map sat two enemy contacts but their distance confused Sean. 
 
    “Why are they so close?” he asked, “a Xuron ship would never come this near a Terran vessel, we would tear them apart with our railguns.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Zach said from across the room, “they’re not Xuron.” 
 
    Sean stood up, surprised, “then who are we fighting?” 
 
    “We’re not sure,” replied Zach, shrugging, “It’s why I’ve not returned fire, we’re trying to open a line of communication.” 
 
    Wrinkles that had started to form on Sean’s forehead furrowed as he looked on at the tactical map in an equal mixture of confusion and frustration. He switched to the outside cameras to get a better look. Sat off their port side were two paltry vessels relative to the Fortitude’s mass, a blue mist seeped out from the rear of their angular, haphazardly designed ship.  
 
    “What a mess,” said Sean, “It looks like they’ve cobbled that boat together from scrap.” 
 
    Beams of energy roared out from the flat nose of the enemy craft, it spread across space like a bolt of lightning jumping from point to point before slamming into their exterior armour which glowed white hot from the impact.  
 
    “Martin,” Zach barked, “how did we drop out from FTL?” 
 
    Trembling at the veiled accusations that had been cast at him, Martin quickly played with his console, he looked up, his eyes wide with fear, “I… I don’t know, Captain, we were hit by some energy pulse, I think, and here we are.” 
 
    “Interdiction,” Sean nodded. 
 
    “Interdiction?” questioned Zach, “what’s that?” 
 
    “I was hit with it before aboard the Mar’Ell, the Xuron used some sort of technology to pull us out from subspace as we were travelling in FTL.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” 
 
    Sean’s grew frustrated, “now isn’t the time to discuss how, Zach, now is the time to act, they obviously have no intention of talking so return fire.” 
 
    Zach’s cold gaze only warmed Sean, he relished the thought of countermanding his wayward father. 
 
    “Sirs!” Martin felt like an interloper in a family feud, “the ships seem to be launching fighters.” 
 
    Zach jumped from his seat, “seem to be? Are they, or aren’t they?” 
 
    Martin grew flustered, his hands shook as he fingered the screen bringing up a multitude of different energy readings, “they… are, sir, they definitely are.” 
 
    “Be more authoritative, dammit,” a red mist partially obscure Zach’s rational thought, “I can’t have rookie officers setting a bad example across the ship.” 
 
    Sean took control, calming the nervous crew, “arm point defences, ninety-degree arc on our port side, proximity ammunition.” 
 
    The tactical officer nodded furiously at the order.  
 
    “Fire,” Sean nodded, grinning. 
 
    A loud rumbling grew across the ship as cannons barged their exterior protective doors out the way, slamming them against the hull. An unnerving silence fell on the bridge as tension built, Sean inadvertently gripped tightly onto the officer’s shoulder in expectation, and within a few seconds, a barrage of chest rumbling, deep thuds roared throughout. A fair distance off from the Fortitude’s port side a curtain of explosions formed a protective shielding of shrapnel, halting the advance of the enemy fighters. 
 
    “Well done,” Sean praised the officer, “what a great sight that is.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zach nodded, his face a picture of irritation, “well done to both of you.” 
 
    “Captain, the ships are moving onto a different course and out of our firing arcs, should I compensate?” advised tactical. 
 
    “Bring us about, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Manoeuvring thrusters at the rear of the ship burst to life as large ion jet streams slowly brought the ship about. Sean looked down at the firing arc overlay on the tactical terminal but they were having no luck, the opposing vessels were too fast for their unwieldy mass. 
 
    “They’re out running us,” Sean said, “we can’t align our firing arcs properly.” 
 
    Zach froze for a split second before remembering a textbook battle manoeuvre, “reverse thrust and load railguns one through ten with phasic warheads, I got an idea.” 
 
    Everyone on the bridge was jolted to their side as the ship suddenly engaged the opposing manoeuvring thrusters. Slowly, they rotated around their own axis, the Captain of one of the larger enemy vessels must have figured them out as a single craft quickly pulled away and up out of their firing range, but the second maintained course, oblivious to the threat they were in the sights of. 
 
    “Single enemy vessel in range, Captain.” 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    Ten rapturous booms rocked the Fortitude. One after the other huge railguns fired, the kinetic force pushing them back on pneumatic dampers before realigning. Armed with the newly produced phasic payload, the weapons provided a significant threat to any of the major races of the galactic community. 
 
    As the rounds raced across the breach, enemy fighters altered their course and attempted to intercept the looming destruction. Three detonated before reaching the enemy vessel, intercepted by the fighters. But, the remaining rounds closed in on their target. As they drew near, they projected a powerful electromagnetic field from their forward nose cones which allowed the rounds to slide through the enemy’s protective shielding with ease.  
 
    Slamming against the thick outer hull of the vessel the first wave formed wide craters, reducing the structural integrity. As the second wave hit, the ship was rocked to its core. The vast masses pierced through the vessel and continued their path out the other side. Explosions erupted along the ragged, sub-standard seams which held the poorly constructed ship together in one piece. Secondary explosions took hold and destroyed all critical systems until eventually the single large rear thruster sailed away in a cloud of viscous, green liquid. 
 
    “Wait,” Sean looked closer at the battlefield monitor, “zoom in on that,” he pointed towards the liquid. 
 
    Drifting away from the burning debris field was a thick green glowing cloud. As the bridge erupted into a chorus of cheers, Sean’s heart dropped as he recognised the substance. 
 
    “Zachary,” he said sombrely. 
 
    His dad paid him no attention, as he revelled in the victorious adulation that swept the bridge. 
 
    But Sean needed to be heard, “Captain!” he shouted, getting his dad’s, and the rest of the bridge’s, attention, “look.” 
 
    He brought the image of the cloud up on the main screen. A stifled gasp silenced the crew. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Zach said, walking closer to the enlarged image, “It just can’t,” he quickly turned to face Sean, “these aren’t Xuron, we’re one-hundred percent on that, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” tactical confirmed. 
 
    “Well, how do we explain that, then?” asked Sean. 
 
    Zach could only shake his head in silence as he looked at the rolling viscous mass.  
 
    The second alien battleship had used the debris field as cover and emerged from behind the cloud, firing on the Fortitude. Rounds drummed across the armour and beams of energy focussed on a single point heating it up to a near critical mass. Sean watched Zach play with his stubble, deep in thought.  
 
    “Captain, we’re taking a beating and armour plating will not hold out much longer if they continue their concentrated efforts, what are your orders?” 
 
    Zach turned, crossing his arms, “we can’t catch them?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Well then, officer, what do you suggest?” 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow at the Captain deferring to his subordinate, he was used to the fair but iron fist ruling of Fez back on the Mar’Ell, his father was a shoddy imitation of the alien he still admired.  
 
    “Missiles are still offline and we cannot get enough thrust to match their course, the only options are the manual weapons towards the rear of the ship.” 
 
    “Manual weapons?” Sean shot up, “what do you mean?” 
 
    Martin spun in his chair, “cannons, sir, controlled manually, it’s a bit archaic but it provides a greater firing arc than the automatic mass drivers.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Sean ran towards the elevator door, “something needs to be done.” 
 
    “Scratch that,” Zach ordered, “launch all available Scimitar’s and focus their fire on the vessel’s engines and weapons, we need to get aboard and capture it, we need information.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Frank nodded. 
 
    Across the ship, an amber light began to flash intermittently, a sign every pilot knew signalled their foray into battle. 
 
    “All available pilots report to the hangar, this is not a drill,” command ordered. 
 
    Sean stopped himself at the elevator, he held the doors open with one hand. “I could help,” he said. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Zach roared, “an XO doesn’t need to be out there, those men and women are trained and experienced pilots, they are more than capable.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are,” Sean agreed, “but I came across an injured pilot on my way here, so we’re a fighter down before we start.” 
 
    “A no is a no,” Zach turned away from him, ignoring his complaints. 
 
    With his temper rising, Sean stepped into the elevator mumbling to himself. He slapped the controls down towards engineering with every intention to follow his initial plan of manning the manual weapons. The floor grew tired as he paced about, his arms folded with a scowl embedded into his features.  
 
    “Screw it,” he mumbled. 
 
    Defiantly, he slammed his palm down onto the controls, redirecting the elevator towards the hangar deck.  
 
    The flight bay was controlled chaos, Sean broke into a sprint dodging between a sea of people each rushing towards their fighter. He pushed open the door to the changing rooms and grabbed one of the free suits from the wall. 
 
    “Sir?” a pilot asked, looking at him in confusion, “what are you doing down here?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, pilot, I’m here to help.” 
 
    He struggled and wiggled into a flight suit and grabbed a helmet on his way out. Guilty eyes from a deckhand with an internal phone to his ear drew his attention, but he ignored him.  
 
    Just as Sean was about to turn and leave for a fighter, the same deckhand called out his name, “Sean,” he shouted over the loud mechanical noises and echo of voices above them. 
 
    “What?” Sean replied angrily, “I’ve gotta get out there.” 
 
    “The Captain has told me to stop you from leaving, he says you’re not fit to fly,” the deckhand’s shoulders slumped as he spoke to Sean, he looked away nervously and shuffled on the spot. 
 
    With a hand on the man’s shoulder, Sean drew in closer, “do you think I’m not fit to fly?” 
 
    “No, sir,” the man stuttered, “I’m sure you’re one of the best, but I’ve been ordered…” 
 
    “Screw orders!” Sean drew back, turning, “I’m getting in a fighter, don’t try and stop me.” 
 
    But try the deckhand did.  
 
    The technician gripped tightly onto Sean’s arm, pulling him back, struggling against not only his conflicted emotions but also the XO’s superior strength.  
 
    “Get… off… of… me!” yelled Sean, swinging his arm around, breaking free, “I don’t care what the Captain said, I’ll take the consequences on the chin when I’m back, now, let me go out there and help.” 
 
    For a moment, the young man appeared to make a move forward to restrain him once more, but he held his hands up and waved for Sean to do as he pleased. 
 
    Sean moved quickly towards the flight deck. Another round of blasts rocked the ship, they felt stronger this time. Everyone around him grabbed on tightly to whatever was nearby as the heavy explosions shook the vessel to its literal core. The return salvo the Fortitude fired brought some amount of solace to Sean’s mind, at least. 
 
    “Deckhand!” Sean cried out, quickly approaching a red-haired worker, “can you get a… It’s you, what are you doing here?” 
 
    The women turned on her heels, her deep look of concentration soon turned into a wide smile, pushing her freckled cheeks up closer to her jade green eyes, “well hiya hun,” she said, “didn’t expect to see y’all down here now.” 
 
    “Well, here I am,” Sean smiled, nervously rubbing the back of his head, “don’t suppose ‘ya have a ship?” 
 
    “For you, hunny? Anything,” she leapt around, fingering her terminal so fast her hands were a mere blur to Sean. 
 
    He walked beside her, looking down at what she was doing, “I didn’t get your name last time.” 
 
    “Grayson,” she said, “Elyse Grayson, civilian contractor on this boat.” 
 
    “Civilian contractors on a military vessel, why?” 
 
    She looked up at him with a twinkle in her eye, “maybe you should get to know your crew a bit better?” she chuckled, “anyway, ‘yer ships on its way, hun, good hunting!” she finally said, giving him an awkward peck on the cheek as she moved away to put out another proverbial fire. 
 
    Sean watched as she danced away, he slowly rubbed the mark from his cheek and shook his head in disbelief. Overhead, the heavy machinery got to work locating his fighter. A large, metal arm moved from the pad he stood at and disappeared into one of the many dark holds that dotted the side wall of the deck. Moments later, it reappeared with a Scimitar gripped tightly into its hydraulic hand before it stopped above him and gently lowered the sleek craft to him. 
 
    “Crazy,” he stood, staring at the complex network of moving parts which ran overhead. 
 
    Gleaming on the pad was Sean’s fighter, it’s smooth curves and aerodynamic flow gave it an imposing aura. Crew quickly rolled a set of stairs up to the cockpit and motioned for him to hurry. Wasting no time, he raced over and climbed up the steps before squeezing down into the front of the craft.  
 
    “All good, sir?” one of the crew asked. 
 
    Sean nodded in reply. 
 
    With a single bang on the side of the fighter, the cockpit slowly came down on him before sealing in place. An automated arm locked onto his vessel and lifted him into a procession of fighters heading for the launch tubes. He was pulled along into the darkness of the Fortitude’s internal tunnels, his eyes stung at the sudden change of luminosity but before he had any time to complain he felt the ship come to a sudden halt before a loud chorus of clunks and clicks came from the belly of the Scimitar.  
 
    “Flight commander to XO Maguire, how do you read?” a voice echoed through his helmet. 
 
    “Loud and clear, flight command.” 
 
    “Vitals and pre-flight checks all green,” the female flight commander paused, “you ready?” 
 
    Sean slowly smiled, gripping the flight controls, “yeah, I’m ready.” 
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SAME FACES, NEW ENEMIES 
 
      
 
    Heavy clamps gripped the underside of the hull as the sound of metal scraping against metal rattled through his cockpit, only the dark abyss of the launch tube he sat in, waiting, provided any calm. 
 
    Bright amber lights flashed on. The rail system his fighter sat on was illuminated, bringing its archaic design to the forefront of his mind.  
 
    But there was no time to think. Sequentially, another amber light shone brightly beside the other. Sean took in a deep, calming breath as the third burst to life. Then, before he had time to form another thought, the green light at the end of the tunnel signalled that it was his time.  
 
    In a flash of motion that lasted mere microseconds, the exit hatch burst open revealing the sparkling void beyond. A great electromagnetic charge built behind him. Then, the world became nothing more than a blur of motion as he was propelled towards the exit. The overhead amber lights fizzed past, the railing he traversed along squealed and squeaked like a roller-coaster in dire need of maintenance. 
 
    Launched from the Fortitude, his mind froze as he looked towards the explosive curtain of munitions detonating in front of him. Other’s screamed past him, the signature blue trails of the Scimitar’s engines danced across the dark canvas like a wild painting.  
 
    “Alright,” he whispered, “time to do this.” 
 
    The fighter’s engines roared to life, their sheer power pushed him to his seat and within seconds he was away, heading on the most direct path towards oblivion. 
 
    In the distance, giant pieces of the destroyed vessel emerged from the vast cloud of green gases and liquids that floated in space. “Who built that rust bucket? I could have made better in my garage.” 
 
    “Keep the comms for tactical only, not your God damned personal musings,” a female voice erupted over the intercom. 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow before looking down at the wide array of controls which lined the flight console but couldn’t find a way to disable the always-on microphone. “Sorry,” he sank a little lower into his seat. 
 
    “Do what you’re here to do, XO, then get yourself home, this isn’t a place for people like you.” 
 
    People like me? He thought, he opened his mouth to reply but was cut off as the advanced fighters engaged in combat. 
 
    “They’re not Xuron!” one man cried. 
 
    “Who the hell are they?” another questioned. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who they are,” the women snapped, “just make sure they don’t get near the Fortitude!” 
 
    I’ll show them Sean thought, angry at her implications.  
 
    With a flick of a single switch, the chemical afterburners roared online aiding the sophisticated, but comparatively primitive, grav-drive of the fighter. A thick smoke trail billowed from the rear of the ship as the engines glowed a fiery orange and propelled him forwards at an increasingly reckless velocity.  
 
    The entire construction he was at the mercy of shook viciously. He fast approached the flight squadron which had gotten ahead of him and as he did a translucent HUD flashed up on the inside of his visor showing the location of all detectable signatures. A sudden understanding of his velocity fired adrenalin through his body and he quickly disengaged the afterburner. 
 
    His speed didn’t slow and he fast approached the rear of a ship in front of him. Instincts took over as he grabbed the controls hard and veered to his right. The grav-drive twisted and contorted the local space he occupied in its best effort to push him around the obstacle. He closed his eyes as the rear of his fighter kicked out like a car oversteering on a sheet of black ice. Luck was on his side as he barely missed the craft and opened his eyes, shifting nervously about in his seat.  
 
    “Have you been drinking XO!” the increasingly irate female officer growled, “get in formation or leave us to our jobs.” 
 
    Sean didn’t say a word and had little inclination to. With his head down like a dog who knew it had done wrong, he slipped into the formation and matched the speed of those around him. 
 
    “Contact in ten seconds,” the officer stated, “switch targeting to auto.” 
 
    Like a swarm of bees appearing from a hive, the alien fighters crested the debris of their fallen allied cruiser. Their formation was haphazard, their ships were scattered with no real symmetry to their formation as they raced towards the tightly woven fabric of the Terran lines.  
 
    Sean held his breath in anticipation, waiting for the go ahead. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    All around him Nightshade missiles dropped from stubby wings and screeched away leaving a thin purple streak behind them. Sean’s visor beeped as it co-ordinated with the networked ships and locked onto targets that had no active incomings. He pressed down hard on the red button which sat on the flight stick and felt two missiles drop from his hull. 
 
    The swarm of destruction that raced towards the alien craft was unprecedented in Terran history thus far. A once dark vista was lit with streaks of colour, Sean almost felt sorry for the aliens, they didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    In the horizon, the unknown vessels exploded into nothing more than a brief flash of colour as the advanced weapons decimated their targets. Sean recoiled, shielding his eyes from the bright flashes which erupted. A once formidable contingent was reduced to a smattering of disjointed fighters. He knew now was the time to pounce, as did the others. 
 
    “Weapons free,” the squadron leader ordered calmly. 
 
    Sean smiled coyly. Another salvo from the Fortitude roared overhead as he focussed on a single enemy fighter and accelerated hard towards it. He weaved between the slower Terran pilots in an impressive dance of motion to get to the front of the pack. Within moments a targeting diamond flitted across his HUD, finding an appropriate target for him, and with a double beep, his computers acquired his next goal. 
 
    I’m coming for you he smiled.  
 
    He drew in close, watching as the junky fighter skittered about space. His eyes remained focussed, the world around him became nothing more than a blur with a pinhead of superior clarity at its centre. But, this tunnel vision allowed an enemy craft to avoid detection and bear down on him. 
 
    Two thin, continuous blue beams of energy suddenly fizzed down the side of his cockpit. He snapped from his focus just in time as the beams sliced into one of his wings, tearing a large chunk away from the hull. 
 
    “Structural damage to the right wing,” a monotone robotic voice informed him. 
 
    Quickly, he scrambled about and looked behind him. His advanced visor made the side of his ship translucent allowing him to view the damage. A flame had taken hold where fuel and oxygen gushed out from the wing dropping his gauges faster than he liked. 
 
    He thought back to basic training and simulations he went through back on Earth. Flicking switches, two large metal flaps appeared from under the wing, it became completely isolated from the craft like a dead limb. The autopilot quickly compensated for the loss but left overall control in Sean’s hands. 
 
    Ahead of him, the remaining projectiles from the Fortitude’s salvo slammed into the remaining enemy ship. Explosions ripped from its side as the kinetic force of the mass driver shells tore through the hull. 
 
    He refocused and veered violently to his port as the computer locked onto a new target for him. The small enemy craft dodged and weaved from side to side to shake Sean, but he wasn’t fazed. Dual plasma weapons dropped from below the nose of the Scimitar, they angled and moved independently, following the computer’s target. With a smile, he pulled hard on the trigger, unleashing the full potential of the dual weapons.  
 
    Plasma rounds burst out from his vessel, chasing the violently climbing pilot who tried to outrun the powerful weapon. 
 
    But it was no use. 
 
    They slammed into the rear of his craft. The rounds tore the thin material it was constructed from to shreds, splaying it in all directions before ripping the fighter in half. 
 
    “Yes!” Sean punched the air. 
 
    His enjoyment was short-lived, though, as a body was sucked out from the tumbling enemy fighter and slammed into his cockpit window. It only held onto to his ship for the briefest of moments, but he recognised the colour of the pilot’s eyes – They were red, a deep, brooding crimson red. 
 
    “Oh… no…” he exhaled, “was that a Fre?” 
 
    There wasn’t time to think about it, though. One after the other the enemy fighters broke away from the chaotic battle and raced towards the remnants of their mothership. Terran ships showed no mercy, and in a dash of colour plasma cannons lashed across the sky towards the fleeing battle group. They were destroyed without a fight and exploded leaving their debris to join the vast sea of twisted and melted metals forming a new graveyard. 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    Celebrations rang out over the comms, but Sean thought back to those eyes, did I imagine them? He wondered it couldn’t be them… could it? 
 
    “Good job everyone,” the female flight command spoke, “the Fortitude is sending transports out to board what’s left of the enemy ship and escort them back to base.” 
 
    Sean looked on as the powerful transport vessels were launched out from the Fortitude. Fighters buzzed around the heavy ships which slowly made their way towards the disabled cruiser. As he was about to land back at base an incoming transmission flashed on his console. 
 
    “How’d it go?” asked Taris. 
 
    “Fine,” Sean nodded to himself, “I see they’re heading over to the ship to board it, where are you?” 
 
    “On a transport, my team and I are infiltrating it to capture prisoners at the Captain’s request.” 
 
    “Prisoners? That’s a bit extreme ain’t it?” 
 
    “More extreme than blowing up their ship?” 
 
    “… Yeah, you got a point,” he paused. “Say, is Zarid with you?” 
 
    “He is, why?” 
 
    “No reason, I’d just like to speak with him, that’s all.” 
 
    An awkward pause came over the radio before she replied, “sure, whatever. Why don’t you come and join us? The Scimitar has magnetic clamps, right?” 
 
    Sean perked up, sitting up in his seat, “that’s a good idea, I’ll see you over there in fifteen.” 
 
    Turning his crippled ship about, he slowly made his way over towards the damaged cruiser that floated with minimal power. It vented the same viscous green liquid as the others, but if those eyes were truly what Sean had seen then these were most certainly not typical Xuron. 
 
    As he drew near, the extent of the damage to the ship became apparent. Large holes had been bored through to the other side that his fighter could have flown through. The hull looked as if it had been built from large sheets of scrap metal, cobbled together with rudimentary welding stitching it together so it didn’t fall apart. 
 
    Below him, the transport vessels and tugs engaged their landing thrusters and gently lowered themselves, magnetically clamping onto the cruiser. Sean disengaged his chemical thrusters and enabled the fine motion control of his grav-drive. He lowered himself down, looking through the transparent projection of the floor as to not squash those who now walked across the hull of the ship. 
 
    A dampened thud rocked Sean in his seat as the Scimitar touched down on the buckled plating. He unstrapped himself and pulled the cockpit’s release sending the protective cover sliding backwards. With a single fluid motion, he rose from his seat and hurdled over the side of his fighter. 
 
    He looked towards Taris, he watched as her lips moved and raised an eyebrow. Her shoulders slumped before she tapped the side of her head, he shrugged and moved towards the Ioution who became increasingly irate. She gesticulated wildly towards her ear then pointed towards the casual Human. 
 
    “Hey,” said Sean, stood beside Taris. 
 
    She shook her head and landed an open palm to the side of his helmet, mouthing out a set of words. 
 
    “What?” he said, drawing in closer, “I can’t hear you,” he shouted, but a sudden realisation took over him “… oh…” embarrassed, he flicked open the panelling on his flight suit and engaged his local communication system. 
 
    “At last,” Taris sighed. “We’re about to set up the breaching charge, grab a weapon from the transport and get ready.” 
 
    He did as she said. Fumbling about, pushing crates of weapons aside, he juggled different rifles and other weapons between each hand before settling on a trusted energy repeater. After throwing it over his shoulder he took cover behind the metal door of the ship and waited. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” she asked. She was met with a chorus of affirmatives as marines crouched behind portable barricades they had erected across the hull. “Breaching!” she shouted. 
 
    A blinding white flash erupted in front of them. He felt the ground vibrate beneath his feet but it remained quiet as a slew of debris drifted away from their entry point. 
 
    “Team one, now!” 
 
    A team of four jumped out from cover and stood over the hole. Two stun grenades were dropped into the room below, detonating with a thunderous clap before they each descended into the ship. 
 
    “Team two, go!” 
 
    Four more marines rose and carefully moved towards the breach, they angled their weapons down into the room before dropping down. 
 
    Sean’s heart raced, his fingers nervously wrapped around the grip as he kept his trigger finger on the side of the weapon. Taris came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder, “you ready?” 
 
    Sean nodded while swallowing hard, “yeah, let’s do this.” 
 
    A slightly mad, but somehow comforting grin spread across her face as she stood and looked at the three other soldiers that crouched, patiently waiting for their orders. 
 
    “Team three and stragglers, follow me,” she ordered. One by one the small group each hurdled the fractured petals of the hull and dropped down. Sean stood over the precipice considering the long drop below. “Scared?” Taris smirked, “you should be,” before Sean could reply she jumped back into the hole, landing lightly on her feet and perfectly balanced.  
 
    “Screw it,” he muttered, throwing himself from the hull and into the ship landing awkwardly and stumbling to his knees in front of Taris 
 
    “You’ve been practising I see,” she smiled, holding out a hand to pull him up. 
 
    He got to his feet and looked around the cluttered room. Sheets of rusting metal laid propped up against the dirty and water-stained walls and metal crates full of unknown scrap were stacked haphazardly around him. Kicking at the layer of grime under his feet revealed the grated floor and on closer inspection the exposed cabling that ran within the ship. 
 
    “What a shit hole,” Sean said, kicking away debris to the side of the room, “how did they think they would ever take on the Fortitude with this?” 
 
    “Quiet!” one marine snarled, “I hear something from beyond the door.” 
 
    Sean kept his thoughts to himself. The marines quickly huddled around the door in breaching positions awaiting instructions. Taris moved up and listened closely before nodding and stepping back. 
 
    “Sounds like there’s a few,” she said, “these tight hallways could get problematic, so stay on your toes and keep alert.” 
 
    Zarid had remained silent the entire time, he stood in the corner with a distant stare as if his mind was elsewhere. “You alright?” whispered Sean. 
 
    “Yeah… yeah, doncha worry ‘bout ‘lil ‘ole me,” he said, drawing his two pistols, rubbing his blood red eyes clean of the dust which swirled about the room, “just thinking is all.” 
 
    A thin layer of material was sprayed around the periphery of the door, it glued on and glistened a vibrant orange before hardening and forming a connected ring. A Marine inserted a thin electronic fuse into the material and took cover with the others. The substance radiated an intense heat as the fuse initiated a reaction within the breeching compound. It detonated into a harmless flash of colour billowing a thick cloud of smoke that raced out into space through the breach as the frame of the door began to melt away. Within seconds the thin metal collapsed under its own weight and slammed onto the floor.  
 
    Atmosphere and debris raced out from the hallway beyond blinding the marines for a split second as it rolled through the access point cut in the hull and blasted into space. That was enough time for the enemy beyond to open fire, striking one of the Terran soldiers in the stomach. He collapsed to the ground screaming and holding his abdomen, but there was no time for sympathy as the two groups began exchanging fire. 
 
    Bolts of red energy screamed over Sean’s head. He ducked down behind cover, firing blindly over it in the hope he hit something that wasn’t his own team. Above, a seal slowly formed around the breach and atmosphere was pumped back into that section of the ship. Poking his head around the barricade his worst fears were confirmed. He gave a quick glance towards Zarid, whose typically mustard-coloured skin had turned a pale yellow. 
 
    “Zarid!” screamed Sean, “snap out of it!” 
 
    The Fre didn’t listen. His eyes were glued to his countrymen who stood beyond the door firing down upon him. He dropped his weapons and slowly walked into the kill zone with his arms held out wide, activating the speaker on his helmet. 
 
    “Brothers! Sisters!” he tried to shout over the exchange of fire, “stop this, now.” 
 
    “Get back in cover, Zarid!” Taris screamed, bolting out from cover to grab him. 
 
    “I can’t,” he turned, looking at her as energy lanced past him, “I can’t help you, I can’t injure one of my own.” 
 
    He turned back to the Fre defence force and started approaching them. Taris stretched and grabbed him by the scruff of his long jacket, pulling him to the ground as a volley of energy pierced through the air at chest height. 
 
    “They…” disbelief gave way to intense anger, “those bastards tried to kill me!” 
 
    Scrambling away, he rolled back behind cover and picked up his dual pistols, slapping plasma clips into them as he did.  
 
    The two sides continued to exchange fire, but the Terran marines were professionals, only openly exposing themselves from cover for a shot they knew was going to hit. Conversely, the Fre were raw, they fired back sporadically with no acquired target as if they were a peasant militia. 
 
    Once the firing had stopped, the combat medic rushed out and tended to the superficial wounds of the injured soldier. Zarid rose from his protection, his weapons still smoking and approached Sean. 
 
    “You alright?” asked Sean, “that couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “Oh, it was easy,” Zarid blew the red-hot barrels of his weapons to cool them, “they are no family of mine, true Fre would never fire upon another, and they wouldn’t fire upon a Terran ship, either.” 
 
    “It is curious,” Taris interjected, “why did they attack us?” 
 
    Zarid shrugged, “how ‘bout we get the Captain and get to the bottom of this? I can lead, this is an old ship design, I’ve served on a few in my time.” 
 
    Taris waved a hand signalling for him to take point, he let the spent magazines of his weapons drop to the ground before clicking in two fresh clips and smiled, “don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    The vessel beyond was on the verge of collapse. Cooled plasma leaked from cracked pipes that ran along the stained white walls creating a heavy mist that swirled around their feet. Lights flickered from the intermittent power, occasionally plunging the hallways into complete darkness. But it was what they saw after rounding a corner that brought about serious concern. 
 
    “Wait… What?” questioned Sean, turning to Taris, “but these aren’t Xuron, right?” 
 
    Running along the walls were thick black veins that pulsed rhythmically as a bright green fluid flowed throughout their interconnected system. Zarid grabbed one of the capillaries and pulled it away, a thick substance like grey egg yolk hung from its surface and clung to his hands. 
 
    “What have they done to the ship?” Zarid threw the organic material aside, it slapped against the wall and slowly slid down, “I once called one of these Kaeren class cruisers home.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything then?” asked Taris, “It can’t be a coincidence that a Fre ship with Xuron… ‘parts’ aboard would attack us.” 
 
    “The Xuron are an enemy of the Fre,” Zarid stated, “something must have happened.” 
 
    “Either way, let’s get this over with.” Sean moved off with renewed purpose through the disorganised ship. The technology that was intact was worn and degraded, their screens were cracked from decades of use with a thick layer of filth covering everything.  
 
    The uncoordinated resistance was sporadic and easily eliminated by the elite marines. Each of the downed Fre was closely examined by Zarid as he led them through ascending decks to a large blast door  
 
    “This is it,” Zarid turned to face the team, “this is the bridge, the Captain should be there.” 
 
    Sean moved up beside him and looked into his red eyes, “you sure you wanna do this?” 
 
    “Not really, but what they’ve done is against everything I stand for, the Fre will be better without these vermin within our ranks.” 
 
    Nodding, Sean pulled him back as two marines lined the door in the orange breaching gel. Loud cracks and groans haunted the ailing ship as it struggled to stay together. The Fortitude had all but destroyed the ageing cruiser leaving only minimal life support and a disintegrating infrastructure. 
 
    “Breaching!” a marine shouted as he jammed the electronic device into the gel and sprinted towards the entrenched group.   
 
    Black smoke rolled along the ceiling as the structure of the door frame twisted and melted allowing the heavy blast door to fall backwards with a deafening boom. 
 
    Bolts of plasma and energy roared out from the bridge. The erratic rounds sparked off every surface creating a firework show of luminous greens and reds. Marines slammed heavy shields down into the hallway, the once small devices expanded in sections creating a defensible metal barrier for two marines each to duck behind. 
 
    Sean looked down his scope. Acrid smoke swirled about the narrow corridor, but it had started to thin. A blue triangle danced across his vision as his suit interfaced with the weapon to provide a virtual HUD. Suddenly, the diamond snapped to his right and let off a loud, constant flatline beep in his headset. 
 
    “Gotcha,” he smiled before pressing the trigger.  
 
    Thrown back by the vast energy expelled from the weapon, Sean grabbed onto the railing to balance himself. The bolt quickly lanced into the room, the target erupted into a flash of colour before nothing more was left of him than a pile of charred limbs and a rising smoke. 
 
    “Good shot,” nodded Taris, “you have been practising.” 
 
    He turned to face her, “no sarcasm this time?” 
 
    She shrugged before grabbing a small, rounded device from her belt and lobbed it into the bridge, “cover your eyes!” she shouted, “pulse grenade!” 
 
    Within seconds a bright blue ring of energy expanded outwards from the glowing device. The pulse rushed through the hallway, its light shone brightly against his hands as its warmth caressed his thin clothes. 
 
    “Status!?” a marine shouted. 
 
    Another moved up with his weapon raised and held tightly against his shoulder. He kept his profile low before peeking around the glowing door frame, “clear, five incapacitated.” 
 
    “Five,” Taris smiled. 
 
    “That’s a new record, commander,” a marine smiled as he wiped away dust from his clothes. 
 
    “It’s the only record,” Taris replied. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Zarid rushed past the group and jogged into the bridge, searching frantically from left to right. The Fre bent down, grabbing another by his collar and landed a heavy blow to the man’s face. 
 
    “Zarid!” Sean shouted, “calm it, we need them.” 
 
    The Fre turned, he looked at Sean as he landed another sharp punch to the man’s face before dropping him to the ground, “had to get it out my system.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the Human nodded, “but no more.” 
 
    Stepping onto the bridge the first thing Sean noticed was the mess of wires and thick cables that snaked along the ground between battered consoles. Overhead, screens were unstable, flickering between a grainy image and static.  
 
    “Is this what your ship was like?” Taris asked, taken aback by the low-tech solutions that surrounded her. 
 
    “Your judgements come from a place of privilege,” Zarid spoke, wiping away debris from a console, “we Fre don’t have the luxuries the Ioutions are exposed to daily, not long ago we were nothing more than tools for our masters, tools to be replaced and discarded.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Taris held her head low. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Zarid smiled, “our freedom is more important than worldly goods, one day we will build and rival the best of you, we’re an industrious lot.” 
 
    “That you are,” nodded Taris. 
 
    Groaning, a dishevelled Fre in a braided uniform squirmed across the floor, dragging himself towards the only stable console within the room. Taris slowly strolled across to him and stood in his path, placing a boot over the man’s hand. 
 
    “Captain, I assume?” she asked. 
 
    “Get off me,” he spat, “leave me and ‘ma crew alone and I won’t harm ‘ya.” 
 
    Taris chuckled to herself, recognising Zarid’s colloquialisms and squeezed down harder on his hand, “really? That’s nice of you. Boys, pack it up, we’re going home.” 
 
    The team of marines each shared a sadistic laugh to themselves, smiling at the incapacitated Captain. Angrily, the Captain spat on her boot and swiped a hand out, punching her in the calf, but Taris’ armour hardened at the impact, imparting most of the kinetic force back onto his hand. 
 
    “What do you want?” the Captain sighed, letting out a heavy, defeated breath. 
 
    Taris got to one knee and lifted the man’s head with a single finger, “I want to know why you attacked us, especially in… whatever this is.” 
 
    “I’m not ‘gonna say a thing,” he admitted, “just go, there’s nuthin’ for ‘ya ‘ere.” 
 
    Taris stood and paced around the man, “I could pretend to be disappointed you chose the hard way, but I don’t like to lie in front of my team.” 
 
    Zarid appeared from the corner of the room and rounded a console, leaning over to look at the Captain, and as the officer noticed Zarid his eyes grew wide. 
 
    “You!” the Captain roared, suddenly filled with energy, “Zarid, bloody, Shumer.” 
 
    “Yep,” Zarid smiled, “It’s me, surprise!” 
 
    “You know this guy?” Sean asked. 
 
    He shook his head, “nah, but he knows me, doncha?” 
 
    “Everyone knows ‘ya, you thieving piece ‘a work, crawl back into the cave you came from, inbred.” 
 
    Zarid recoiled, pretending to be offended, “that ain’t very nice, is it? I’m only ‘ere ‘ta help.” 
 
    “I see ‘ya ain’t shaken off your upbringing with that accent,” the Captain snarled. 
 
    “Nor ‘ave you, Captain. ‘Ya know, you could be an inspiration to baby Fre everywhere, rising from the slums to command a Kaeren, it’s impressive.” 
 
    “Be careful, Shumer, the bounty on your head is massive.” 
 
    “Is that why you attacked us?” Taris interjected. 
 
    The Captain let out a weak laugh, “you really ‘ave no idea, do ‘ya?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Taris dismissed him, “Zarid, wanna do the honours?” 
 
    Zarid grabbed a stun stick from the nearest marine and smiled, “Oh absolutely, it’ll be ‘ma pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Blood thrashed across the room as a marine landed another blow to the Fre Captains already battered face. 
 
    “Tell us your name,” Taris said, pacing the cramped prison cell, “It’ll make your life easier.” 
 
    The Captain stared at the marine and smiled. Blood ran through his cracked teeth pooling in his mouth. He spat on the floor into the puddle of a settled mixture of saliva and blood, “never,” he replied. 
 
    “So be it,” Taris nodded to the guard who promptly landed another hard blow to the Captain’s face. 
 
    She left the cell, engaging its opaque, pulsating blue shield. Sean paced about the room alone, ignoring the sounds which came from their prisoner. He turned, noticing Taris and flashed a weak smile. 
 
    “How’d it go?” he asked. 
 
    Taris slumped down into a chair and rubbed her knuckles, “well enough.” 
 
    “What’d you learn? 
 
    “That there is a lot more to this than meets the eye, something deeper.” 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow, “like?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I’ll give him twenty minutes to gather his thoughts before going back in.” 
 
    The pair sat in silence. A cold light bathed the spartan room, lightly reflecting off the dull surfaces of the metal benches which lined its perimeter. Sean sat forwards, fiddling with the cufflinks on his uniform before the door snapped open. Stepping through was an irate Zarid, he peeled off his trench coat and threw it onto a table. 
 
    “Where is he?” asked Zarid, looking over at the prisoner monitors. 
 
    “He’s taking a break,” Taris replied, “give him some time, he’ll talk.” 
 
    Zarid moved across the room towards the pair, pulling a thin stiletto blade from his boots, “let me ‘ave a go, he’ll be more… forthcoming with one of his own.” 
 
    Sean shook his head, “I doubt it, she’s been in there for over an hour and got nowhere.” 
 
    “Then more severe measures are needed,” Zarid said, “what torture devices have you lot got on board?” 
 
    Sean quickly rose, pointing a finger towards the Fre, “no torture,” he roared, “this is a Terran vessel and we uphold basic Human rights here.” 
 
    “But he ain’t Human.” 
 
    “While he’s here he’s granted the same rights as anyone else.” 
 
    “Alright, calm down you two,” Taris interjected. “Take a seat Zarid, salvage crews are over on the cruiser right now gathering what they can, it won’t be long before they turn up something.” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” Sean said, waving for him to sit on an opposite chair, “Fre bonds run deep, you’re not impartial here, we just can’t risk it.” 
 
    “Oh, and you two are impartial? 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that,” Sean huffed, sitting back. “Either way, you’re not going in that’s that.” 
 
    Zarid shook his head, “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
    Minutes slowly ticked by as they sat in silence. The mechanical clock hanging on the wall provided a rhythmic beating as each second past. Sean shuffled about in his seat, irritated at the inaction. 
 
    “Screw it,” he said, jumping to his feet, “let me have a go.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Taris got up and stood beside the door controls, “you ready?” 
 
    Sean nodded. 
 
    The shielded door evaporated like a burst bubble. He stepped through into the cell and recoiled at the blood sprayed up the white wall. 
 
    “XO Maguire,” the marine stood crisply to attention, “I expected Ms Taris.” 
 
    Sean walked around the prisoner matching his gaze, “we thought a different approach was needed.” 
 
     “Well, you’re not as pretty as the last one,” the Captain smiled. The marine rose a fist to strike the prisoner, but Sean stopped him with a glare. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m a kinder soul, too.” 
 
    “Well, that’s pointless, how ‘ya ‘gonna get anything from me?” 
 
    Sean sat in a chair opposite the man and smiled, “by asking nicely.” 
 
    The Captain scoffed, “niceties are for weaklings, get on with it and kill me, I won’t talk.” 
 
    Casually, Sean leant back in his chair, “I mean, if that’s what you want then we can do that, but I’d much rather give you something in return for just a little info.” 
 
    The Fre thought for a moment. “What ‘ya got in mind?” 
 
    “What have you got in mind?” 
 
    The Captain tilted his head back, thinking. “Safe passage to Corion-III, one of your shuttles, and some money.” 
 
    “All reasonable demands, I’m sure we can arrange that.” 
 
    “Ha!” the Captain smirked, “Is your mother as weak-willed as you are?” 
 
    In an instant, Sean leapt from his seat and punched the man squarely in the jaw. The door snapped away allowing a watching Zach to rush through and drag Sean outside the cell. 
 
    “Calm!” Zach shouted. 
 
    Sean thrashed wildly, kicking and screaming as he was pulled away from the cell, “calm? Let me at him, I’ll knock his smug face out the airlock.” 
 
    Taris grabbed his face with both hands and looked deep into his eyes, “calm down, Sean, it’s alright.” 
 
    Breaking free, he seethed watching the Captain’s smug face on the terminals. Zach approached him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Get off me!” Sean shouted, swiping away his hand. 
 
    “You can’t let one dig get to you, son.” 
 
    “I ain’t your son,” Sean turned with a fiery passion in his eyes, “you’re my father on the birth certificate only, so stop pretending to care and stop telling me what to do.” 
 
    Zach stepped back with slumped shoulders, “I can’t change what I did to you and your mum, Sean, and that’s a guilt I’m going to take to my grave. I really thought we were making progress…” 
 
    Sean brushed him aside, “I’m your XO and you’re my Captain, that’s the only relationship we have.” He stormed into the cell after disabling the shield and yelled, “we agree to your terms, now, tell me, why did you attack?” 
 
    The Captain sat back and crossed his long legs, “I ain’t sure ‘ya ready for this.” 
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    “So? What is it then? Spit it out,” demanded Sean. He towered over the smug Captain, looking down into his blazing red eyes. His expression tore at him, eating up his insides with the knowledge he knew he had. 
 
    “And you say you’ll get me what I want?” the Captain asked, “how do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    “You can trust me.” 
 
    Sitting back, the Fre considered his options, “alright, you seem like an honest guy, do ‘ya want any of your friends to come and join you for this? I know they’re watching out there.” 
 
    Sean approached the shielding as it melted away to reveal those beyond. With a knowing nod, they followed him back into the cell and stood around the wounded, grimacing Captain. 
 
    “The Xuron have been looking for allies, allies to help them turn the tide of the war,” the Captain said, “they know they’re struggling, although they would never admit it, but so are we, the Fre, we struggle daily. Oppression and racism are rampant, outsiders look down on us as the vermin of this civilized community you’ve all built –It couldn’t be further from the truth.” 
 
    Zarid stepped forwards, his anger obvious, “do not even dare say it, brother,” he said, getting to one knee to be eye-to-eye with the man, “go on, admit to everyone here what you’ve done, what you’ve helped create… You disgust me.” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” asked Zach stood at the edge of the bulkhead. 
 
    “He’s talking ‘bout how we Fre have… partnered ourselves with the bugs, helping each other out, getting what we both want,” the Captain smiled. 
 
    The room silently stared at one another, unsure if they believed what the deranged man said, or if they just didn’t want to believe what he said. Sean paced about the room, incredulous at the mere thought of working with the Xuron. 
 
    “How could you?” he finally snapped, “I mean, seriously, how? Have you not seen what they’ve done to us all? Human, Ioution, Theran, hell, even the Fre have felt the effects of this war.” 
 
    “The Fre have felt the effects of everything!” the Captain roared, “used as nothing more than tools in your belts for years, decades, centuries. We gain our own freedom, with little to no outside help, and you expect us to just forget that the community used us for all those hellish years? A representative of the Xuron offered a different way, a way in which we can watch you all squirm while we manipulate things from the comfort of the darkness that’s cast down on us all.” 
 
    “But the Xuron aren’t going to help,” Zarid spoke up sombrely, almost sympathetic to the Captain’s words, “we must help ourselves, we can’t just expect everyone else to give us a home or come crawling when we stub a toe. We’re a proud people,” he stood and turned away, “what you’ve done disgusts me. You’re no brother of mine.” 
 
    The room’s silence was cut by the Captain’s low wheezing. He rocked back in his chair, coughing up a thick mixture of mucus and blood which he spat to the ground. Sean couldn’t help but just stare at the man and wonder, after all he had seen, after all he had personally experienced, he couldn’t bring himself to feel sympathy.  
 
    Taris rose from the wall she leant against, something obviously clicking in her overactive mind. “You said a representative offered a different way. Can you give us any more information about that?” 
 
    “It was a weird one, that’s for sure,” the Captain suddenly turned serious, almost full of doubt, “it was some kind of half-breed. The man looked Ioution but he was… corrupted, I guess? His voice crackled and black veins were entrenched deep within his skin.” 
 
    “So, it was a man? Can you give us any more information than that?” 
 
    “Not really. He was tall, obviously smart, but it was strange…” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “The Xuron with him, even his vessel, they looked malformed, wrong, almost as if they had mutated at birth.” 
 
    Taris looked towards Sean with wide eyes, knowing she was onto something big. “Where did you meet?” 
 
    “At an old Kesken outpost in the mountains of Yeml-II. He offered us a way to expand, technology, power, and all we had to do was take out a few outposts, trading routes, and ships when asked, it seemed like a good gig.” 
 
    Sean motioned for the others to follow him outside the cell. They gathered around a small table and closed off the cell. “So? What do you think? Is this all just rubbish or what?” 
 
    “Well, the half-breed stuff isn’t rubbish,” said Taris. “We, as in the Ioution we, have come across a couple in our time, but they’ve always been weak, unable to handle the corruption that’s spreading through them. They’re often referred to as Terpilih by other Xuron, they’re shunned and seen as outsiders.” 
 
    “I didn’t know the Xuron were so deep culturally,” Zach said. 
 
    “You’d be surprised, Captain, they’re a more complex species than a lot of us give them credit for, they’re not the warmongering, brainless animals we think – At least, anything above a drone or soldier isn’t.” 
 
    Zach sat back and scratched his light stubble, deep in thought. 
 
    “What are we gonna do with him?” asked Sean, motioning towards the cell, “we can’t just leave him there.” 
 
    “Why not?” said Zach, “we’ll take him back to Terranus where he will undergo a more rigorous interrogation, he could be a valuable resource of information.” 
 
    Zarid had other ideas. He stormed towards the cell and lowered its shielding. Quickly, he stepped over the bulkhead, pushed the Terran guard out the way and landed a hard, clenched fist against the Fre’s face before spitting on him. But, as he turned to leave, the Captain spoke up. 
 
    “That was fun on Sarimunio, right Zarid?” he coughed, “it was fun how you took out my guys and almost destroyed one of our camps, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you, smuggler and husband… Well, ex-husband so I’ve heard.” 
 
    Zarid slowly turned, locking eyes with the man. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, it’s just hard to forget a face, especially yours – No offence. But every time I look at you, I see two other, sweet, innocent faces beside it, and I’ve gotta say, the young boy looks awfully like his father, the poor thing.” 
 
    Anger flashed up within Zarid. He spun on his heels and repeatedly landed blows to the Captain’s face. Crunch after bone splitting crunch erupted leaving him a bloodied mess. His breaths were shallow, and his eyes rolled back into his skull. The guard quickly rounded the room and pulled Zarid away from the cell, pushing him over the bulkhead. 
 
    “What do you mean!?” yelled Zarid, “you better not have touched them.” 
 
    The Captain slowly raised his head with a wide, toothy smile, “your wife misses you, you know,” he rolled his tongue around his bloodied gums, “your son… not so much, he doesn’t even know who you are.” 
 
    “What did you do with them!?” 
 
    A long, drawn-out wheeze echoed around the cell. “They’re safe, for now. You didn’t think we would let you get away with what you and your crew did on Sarimunio, did ‘ya?” 
 
    Zarid approached the Captain and knelt to his level. He raised his head with a finger and spoke, “where are they? If ‘ya don’t tell me, you won’t be leaving this cell.” 
 
    “Ha! Like I’d tell ‘ya, you’ll just ‘ave to keep me around until you find out.” 
 
    With that, Zarid rose to his feet, raised both fists above his head and brought them crashing onto the man’s temple. Instantly, he was out cold and barely breathing. 
 
    “What did you do!?” yelled Taris, “is he dead?” 
 
    Sean rushed towards the limp body and felt a slight breath, but it was weak and laboured. “He should probably go to medical and get all this seen to, we don’t want a prisoner of war dead on our ship, do we?” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve it!” screamed Zarid, spitting in the man’s direction, “let him suffer and rot in there, stewing in his own juices, he disgusts me and he should disgust you all.” 
 
    “What did he say to you?” asked Zach. 
 
    Zarid let out a long sigh and slumped back into a seat. His face dropped and a forlorn atmosphere soon shrouded him. “They have my family, at least what used to be my family.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” said Taris, laying a comforting hand on his shoulder, “what can we do?” 
 
    “Nothing, probably,” he rested his head back against the wall and closed his eyes, “something, maybe? Who knows.” 
 
    Sean appeared from the cell, wiping his hand down the wall, “he’s alive, just about.” He walked towards the Fre, pulled a chair over and sat in front of him, “if you need to leave to go and help your family I’m sure we would all understand.” 
 
    “Of course we would,” said Taris. 
 
    “Right,” nodded Zach, “anything you need.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Zarid. “It could all be a ruse, he’s hardly a trustworthy source, is he? Plus, like he said, my wife and I split years ago, my son has never even seen my face, he has no idea who I am.” He got up, pacing the room before slamming a fist into a bulkhead, “but if he isn’t lying… I’ve got to do something, right?” 
 
    “You do what you feel is right,” replied Sean, “you’re a valuable member of our team, a team that’s fighting for all of this sector of the galaxy, to say our work is important is an understatement so you will be missed.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but I can’t just leave them, not when it’s all my fault, can I? They need me, well, maybe not me, but they need someone to help, whether the Fre have them or not.” 
 
    “Well, you have our support with whatever choice you come to. Sleep on it, let the adrenaline go then make a choice on a clear head,” said Sean. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m gonna head to my quarters and think, I’ll see you in a few hours.” 
 
    With that, the Fre left the room and made his way through the ship. Sean sat with Zach and Taris at the table, waiting for anyone to speak up.  
 
    “So, what do we do?” asked Zach, “head back to Terranus? Head to this Yeml-II, go and find that cloning facility?” 
 
    Sean put his face into his hands, slowly rubbing his forehead as he thought. “We need more ships and a bigger taskforce,” he groaned, “we can’t do this all alone.” 
 
    “I doubt the Ioutions will be much help, especially with cloning Fez…” said Taris. 
 
    “Well, some of them might,” replied Sean, “but you’re right.” 
 
    “Plus, there’s still the Veterum we have to deal with, rumours are that they’ve nearly finished their anti-Xuron weapon so that might be worth investigating, for our own sake if anything,” added Zach. 
 
    Sean and Taris looked at each other, “having that weapon could help with everything else…” said Sean. 
 
    “That, and maybe our old friend Remulus could persuade the Imperator there to offer us some ships…” said Taris, biting her lip in excitement at the thought. 
 
    “Remulus,” Sean scoffed, “she’s more effort than we need right now.” 
 
    “Who’s Remulus?” asked Zach, “an old friend?” 
 
    “Kind of. We rescued her from an old Veterum generation ship in the Outer Rim where she eventually led us back to Caladrius, the Veterum’s homeworld,” said Taris. 
 
    “Yeah, and she was the one responsible for Fez’s death, too…” Sean still hadn’t fully forgiven her for what had happened, even after everyone around him kept saying it was no one’s fault. He found it easier to place the blame squarely on her shoulders and he had carried that resentment since they had left Caladrius.  
 
    “Come on, you know that’s not true,” said Taris, some amount of indignation in her voice, “she, and everyone else there, done everything they could.” 
 
    Sean scoffed, ignoring the Ioution.  
 
    “Well,” Zach cut through the awkward silence, “either way, we have to report back to Terranus and let Hagen know what’s going on and what we’re doing.” 
 
    Sean sat back in his chair, letting out a loud sigh as he did and played with the pencil on the table while he thought. “Okay, let’s call Hagen and head to Caladrius, I think we’re all right in saying that their new weapon could help us along the way, their Imperator has been open with us so far and has all but promised us one of them.” 
 
    “That’s decided then,” Zach stood, brushing down the front of his tunic, “follow me to the comms rooms.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he stood glancing down towards Taris who could only smirk, watching as he walked off with the Captain. Slowly, they made their way towards the long-range comms room. Maintenance crews darted past them with a quick salute, rushing to patch up the minor damage across the battleship.  
 
    With a heave, the door’s seal cracked open, a frigid air rushed out as a thin mist rolled across the floor, wrapping around their feet. Stepping in, the biting cold gnawed at their exposed skin instantly, vast servers and links lined the perimeter of the temperature-controlled room, all necessary for faster-than-light communications on Terran ships. 
 
    In front of them sat an enormous computer bank, like a machine from the days when computers were first designed. Zach logged on and waited while it warmed up its systems and eventually a black screen morphed online 
 
    “Ready?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Dialling home, a secure wavelength appeared on the screen, but it was soon replaced with three green checkmarks as a connection was established. 
 
    “Ah, the whole family is here, how wonderful,” Hagen smiled. The connection was choppy, Hagen’s old, pitted face phased in and out of existence as the long-range comms bent to the will of cosmic radiation and quantum mechanics. “Report.” 
 
    Zach and Sean shared a quick look, to which Sean waved for the Captain to take the lead. “We have some rather disturbing news, Mr President.” 
 
    “Michael, please, you know that.” 
 
    “Sorry Sir, Michael. We have gained intel that the Fre are covertly working with the Xuron to attack us from behind the front lines to disrupt trade and production.” 
 
    Hagen’s face dropped, at least it looked like it did in the low resolution they could establish. “And how do you know this?” there was a sudden seriousness to the President’s tone. 
 
    “We were attacked,” Sean interrupted, much to Zach’s annoyance, “two Fre cruisers ripped us out of FTL with Xuron interdiction technology, we proceeded to neutralise both ships and infiltrate the remaining one, capturing its Captain.” 
 
    “It seems as though you’ve been busy,” replied Hagen. The man went silent for a moment, leaning back in his lavish, chestnut leather chair as he gathered his thoughts. “This is most worrisome, they’re not a species I can say I know much about, but if they’re openly hostile to the alliance…” he trailed off, implying the worst. 
 
    “Some are openly hostile,” added Zach, “not all.” 
 
    “As yes, Mr Shumer, Zarid, was it? The Fre serving aboard the Fortitude. How is he handling the news?” 
 
    Again, the pair glanced at each other before Sean spoke up. “He… It was complicated.” 
 
    “Will he be a problem?” 
 
    “I doubt he will be on our ship for much longer,” said Zach. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “The Captain we captured insinuated that he and his group took Zarid’s family hostage after what happened on a planet called Sarimunio.” 
 
    “That’s most unfortunate, a Fre aboard an alliance vessel, especially now, could have served as a good beacon of trust to that community.” Hagen stopped, coughing off to his side before taking a sip at the crystal glass full of a clear liquid. “What’s your plan now, Captain? It seems you have a decision to make.” 
 
    “With your permission, we would like to visit Caladrius and inquire about the Xuron weapon they’re building, from our understanding it is close to completion,” said Zach. 
 
    “Very well, Caladrius it is. Keep me updated, Captain, Sean,” with that the feed cut to a loud static before Zach turned the system off. 
 
    Without a word, the pair exited the room, escaping the frozen atmosphere as quickly as possible and came across a troubled Zarid. 
 
    He stood beside Sean, his usual young spirit was drained away, leaving a husk of the man he was. “I’ve made a choice,” he spoke up, quite obviously holding back his emotions, “I have to leave the Fortitude, I cannot just abandon my family, however much they don’t want to see me, I still care for them… deeply.” 
 
    “We understand,” said Zach, holding out a hand which the Fre took and shook, “is there anything we can assist with?” 
 
    “Taris said you’re heading to Caladrius, you could drop me off on any allied world between here and there, I’ll find my way, I always do.” 
 
    Sean moved in close, wrapping an arm around the emotional man. He held him in a tight embrace, allowing the Fre a quick smile. “I’ll miss you ‘ya old fool,” smiled Sean, “don’t forget about us, alright? Make sure to come and say hi one of these days.” 
 
    “I will, I will,” Zarid looked towards his boots, “I’m sorry about this, about it all. Me leaving, the Fre uprising, and to think, if you hadn’t had appeared on that backwater planet I would never have met you and Fez…” he trailed off, allowing memories of the past to come flooding back. 
 
    “It’s been a wild ride,” nodded Sean. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you all get back to work,” said Zarid, coming to a sharp salute, “good luck.” With that he walked slowly away, disappearing around a corner. 
 
    There was little time for sentiment as Sean followed Zach to the bridge and initiated the preparation for slip drive. It wasn’t long before the signature hum of the FTL engines charging vibrated through the entire skeleton of the Fortitude. Sean sat patiently, scrolling through documents of past missions with Zarid, reminiscing about ‘better’ times. 
 
    “Thirty seconds until slip, Captain.” 
 
    Sean closed the documents, buckled his belt, and waited. Soon, the entire vessel shuddered as it slipped into FTL and they headed towards Caladrius. Now was the time where they took the fight to the enemy, to uncover their plots and push back their unrelenting tide, securing a safer future for all… 
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A FACELESS FAMILY 
 
      
 
    The Fortitude shuddered, its entire construction bent and contorted obeying the laws of the universe as it travelled. Calm had descended upon the ship the nearer they got to Caladrius, tales of the Veterum’s heroic past had spread throughout Terran space like wildfire. The two races shared a tight bond, tighter than most knew, Sean and Taris had kept the origins of modern day humanity to themselves, worrying it may cause religious and social turmoil.  
 
    Zarid had taken a shuttle midway through the journey and travelled to a nondescript world controlled by the Jaconians, a race he was personally friendly with. Sean didn’t know where he had gone from there, but he worried, he worried that a single man taking on an army was foolish – It was, he knew it was, but he also knew Zarid and knew that he would think of something, he always did. 
 
    Suddenly the Fortitude was ripped from slip space and came to a sudden stop, activating alarms across the ship. 
 
    “Report!” Zach yelled, pulling himself up from his own terminal. 
 
    “Scanning…” 
 
    “Minimal damage across the ship, Captain,” engineering advised. 
 
    “Tactical, talk to me,” said Zach. 
 
    “Sir, we’ve come to a stop in Caladrius’ heliopause, sensors are dampened and electronics across the ship are vulnerable.” 
 
    “Frank!” yelled Zach once more. 
 
    “Two seconds… there!” shouted Frank. “It seems as if we were struck by some type of forcefield, for lack of better term, it tore us out from slip space and rendered us temporarily incapable.” 
 
    Sean shot from his seat and rushed towards Frank’s terminal. “Is this ship not equipped with a Pass?” 
 
    “A pass?” Zach asked. 
 
    Sean shook his head, disappointed. “The Veterum have a field that blankets their entire system that disrupts all forms of FTL apart from their own jump drives. It’s a Xuron fly trap, mostly, but it also was a first line defence against anyone finding Caladrius when they wanted to remain isolationist after losing the war.” 
 
    “I heard something about that,” said Frank, “they invented capsules for ships to carry, a sort of IFF signal telling the field that we’re friendly and not to stop our ship, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Sean nodded, impressed at the man’s knowledge. “After they entered into an alliance with Earth they gave us special access to their space to come and go mostly free of disruption.” 
 
    Their chat was interrupted by the incoming transmission that loudly beeped from the comms console. Zach adjusted himself in his seat, fixing his hair and jacket before nodding towards the comms officer. 
 
    The large screen at the front of the bridge flashed to life and after a few seconds, a connection was established. A female Veterum, her skin glistening a cherry red and her eyes a deep, ocean blue, appeared in front of them. She looked down at a monitor that covered much of her body and back up to the camera as if directly looking deep into their souls. 
 
    “State your business,” she said sternly. 
 
    Zach cleared his throat and spoke up. “We come seeking an audience with the Imperator, we have a… proposition to make,” he looked back at Sean, shrugging, knowing that the second time was a charm and hoping they were more hospitable than the Ioutions. 
 
    The female looked down at her monitor, her dark auburn hair fell around her sharp cheekbones and her silver pupils flared as she looked back. “We have been expecting you, Captain Burton, please, head for Caladrius-III where further instructions will be issued. Good day.” 
 
     Suddenly, all systems rebooted as the dampening field dissipated around the Fortitude. The radar began populating with the hundreds, if not thousands of ships which patrolled and traded within the system. Powerful defensive batteries encircled the area, stationed beside dampening pylons that had been strategically placed for maximum effect. 
 
    With a rumble, the chemical engines came online and propelled them towards the inner system where they would dock, refuel, and hopefully, rearm. Their trip from the outer edges of the system was long, long enough for most of the critical crew members to grab a quick nap before getting back to their stations. 
 
    Approaching the inner system, sporadic Terran signatures announced themselves on the Fortitude’s scans. Exotic goods traders, at least exotic to the Veterum, had already jumped on the capitalism bandwagon and started exploiting the new hub of trade and commerce. They brought all manner of fruits, vegetables, beverages, and culture for the new partners to experience. For a once-reclusive race, they welcomed Humans, their distant brethren, with wary open arms. 
 
    Sean had made his way towards an observational room and sat alone, listening to those around him marvel at the sights which greeted them as the ship came about on a docking course for one of the many stations that orbited the capital world. 
 
    “XO Sean Maguire to berthing,” came a call over the intercom. 
 
    Reluctantly, he pushed himself from his seat and made his way through the ship. Envious worker’s eyes dug daggers deep into him, everyone wanted to explore the alien world but only a privileged few were selected to go to the surface. 
 
    Stepping over the bulkhead into berthing, Sean walked through a crowd of people waiting for the Fortitude to make a connection with the main Veterum transport station. 
 
    “We can’t be taking this many people, can we?” Sean asked as he joined Taris and Zach, “there must be over thirty here.” 
 
    “We’re not,” replied Taris, “it’s just us three, I think the others just want to walk around the only station Humans are allowed on right now.” 
 
    The crowd fell silent as the Veterum walkway connected to the Fortitudes airlock and pressurised. The rarely used door slowly juddered open allowing the stuffy Terran air to mix with the slightly sweet atmosphere on the space station. Sean cautiously stepped onto the bridge expecting it to retract at any second, but with no such trepidation the group barged past and made their way along the dimly lit tunnel. 
 
    “The Veterum aren’t ones for design, are they?” Zach scoffed, “they’ve had tens of thousands of years of technological advancement, and they can’t even put in a couple of windows?” 
 
    “Function over fashion seems to be their guiding motto,” added Sean, “their ships, their buildings, even their artwork, all express themselves as minimalist rather than extravagant. There’s no room for misinterpretation here.” 
 
    After an unnerving few minutes for Sean, they came to an exit hatch. Sensing their presence, it slid open, receding up into the bulkhead. A pungent smell of chillies and coffee wrapped them in a sensory blanket. Sean stepped through the door but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, a row of machines, a clean, sterile seating area, and monitoring stations that sat in a neat circle at the centre of the room. 
 
    “Where’s that smell coming from?” he asked, “I’ve never liked spicy food.” 
 
    “I love it,” Zach replied, inhaling deeply, “it smells like your mum’s cooking, honestly.” 
 
    “Surprised you were home long enough to try it,” Sean said sarcastically. 
 
    Zach brushed him off and instead moved towards the machines. To his amazement they were food constructors, replicating food and drinks from base elements to authentically copy each item’s molecular structure. Shrugging, he scrolled through the short list of drinks on the Terran menu and asked for a strong, black coffee. 
 
    The machine rumbled violently. It made an almost deafening noise as a plastic cup dropped at the opening. It churned like a broken washing machine before eventually, it began spitting out the black gold in random squirts. Worriedly, Zach grabbed the cup and raised both his eyebrows towards the onlookers. Grimacing at the sheer thought of it, he took a quick sip of the lukewarm liquid before a beaming smile lit up his weary face. 
 
    “It’s not half bad,” he nodded, handing Sean the cup, “try it.” 
 
    He took the cup and without thinking and started drinking. Instantly he pulled the cup away, spitting the vile drink into the nearest trashcan. “It tastes like bloody Bovril,” he spat some more, physically rubbing his teeth with a finger, “how did they get it so wrong.” 
 
    Zach laughed out loud as he walked away towards the room’s exit. Shaking his head, Sean and Taris followed suit. 
 
    They stepped out into a large circular room, one of many across the station. A small group of Veterum gathered around a central elevated pad. They sat back and watched for a moment as a group of the aliens stepped onto the device. A loud whirring came from above followed by a blinding flash of light. They covered their eyes, but once it had abated they looked on in amazement, the group that was there had vanished. 
 
    “What just happened?” asked Taris, “it can’t be… Can it?” 
 
    “Can’t be what?” asked Zach, equally confused. 
 
    Gradually, a smile stretched from ear to ear across Sean’s face. He turned on the spot, looking towards the others with one of the biggest smiles Taris had ever seen. “Tele-port-ation,” he articulated, jubilant at the fact, “it’s what I’ve always wanted!” 
 
    “Yesterday I would have said you watch too many films, but now,” Taris shrugged, “if they’ve cracked it this is massive news.” 
 
    “Maybe for your species,” a smug Veterum technician turned around, “this jump pad is actually being replaced soon it’s so ancient.” 
 
    “Jump pads…” Sean trailed off, “just like your FTL drives, right?” 
 
    “Correct, they work on the same principle of quantum entanglement, the object is not torn apart merely…” 
 
    Sean held up a hand, “I don’t need the details,” he said, “let’s just assume it works and it’s badass.” 
 
    They waited their turn, slowly moving forwards as eight nervous people at a time were whisked away to the planet below. Adrenaline coursed through Sean’s body as excitement grew, every step brought him closer to the one technology he had always wanted to experience.  
 
    As if at a theme park, a woman ushered them up onto the ride, pointed where to stand, and disappeared behind the platform into a shielded kiosk. Then, with no warning, a scorching heat beat down on them, the noise that rumbled above deafened every sense, and a blinding light forced their eyes closed. 
 
    Then there was nothing. 
 
    Sean kept his eyes cemented shut and stood bolt upright with both arms down to his side. He feared for his life, waiting for something to happen. But, a hand slammed down on his shoulder making him recoil and pounce away. 
 
    “It’s over,” said Taris, smiling at his uncomfortableness, “we’re here.” 
 
    “We’re… here?” he asked rhetorically, “was that it, no grand feelings, no fanfare, nothing? Just a bit warm and that’s it? Man, the films made it out as so much more…” 
 
    “Sorry cowboy. Come on, let’s get going,” said Taris, chuckling to herself.  
 
    The group descended the long flight of stairs while the pad behind them spooled up, readying itself for more incomings. The room was on a scale like no other, its roof towered above them and its hexagonal shape angled around them to form a space wider than many concert halls back on Earth. 
 
    There was no need for I.D checks on Caladrius, each person was tracked and expected, to visit the surface as a Human, and especially as an Ioution, plans would have been drawn up weeks in advance. Luckily for them, they were infamous, at least to the people that mattered, so their clearance was accepted quickly, although the speed of which was still slightly suspicious.  
 
    Exiting the building, the natural light of the dual stars above glistened off the flowing pools of water either side of the door. Giant trees created a shaded canopy along the straight path that descended into a sprawling commons area. 
 
    In the distance, a figure waved and made her way toward them. She was clad in onyx black armour from neck to toe and carried the Veterum’s signature weapon, the Hasta, a long spear, its weaponised end sparked with a blue energy. Slowly, a smile spread across Taris’ face as she recognised who approached them. Sean noticed her beam and squinted at the figure in the distance, forced to use his inferior Human eyesight. But he knew, deep down. 
 
    “Remulus!” Taris squealed, slowly jogging to meet their old Veterum friend “how have you been?” 
 
    Remulus stood stoically, the butt of her hasta jabbed into the ground. She placed her jet-black helmet down on a wall and held out a hand which Taris gleefully met. “Hello,” she said timidly, belying her overall nefarious appearance, “it’s good to see you both.”  
 
    She flashed her eyes towards Sean and quickly away again. They were full of remorse and worry about the possible anger he still harboured towards her. He let out a dejected sigh as if expelling those negative emotions, wanting to start fresh with who, up until now, he blamed for Fez’s ‘death’. 
 
    “It’s great to see you, too,” Sean said, gently holding her hand, “how’s Caladrius treating you?” 
 
    She smiled inwardly, only flashing her true emotions briefly. “Good, I’ve… we’ve achieved a lot since my return, the Veterum are slowly coming around to the idea of trusted alliances and interplanetary commerce.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant news!” Taris said excitedly, “oh, by the way, this is Zachary Burton, Captain of the Fortitude, the ship we serve on, and…” 
 
    “… my dad,” Sean said, grimacing for a moment. 
 
    Remulus looked at Sean then at Zach. “The resemblance is remarkable. Welcome to Caladrius Captain Burton –“ 
 
    “- Please, call me Zach,” he smiled. 
 
    Remulus nodded, “Zach. There are dignitaries who respectfully request an audience with you all, especially you two,” she nodded to Sean and Taris, “you have done a lot for the Veterum and it will never be forgotten.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” replied Sean, “but we’re here on business, we have a meeting with the Imperator.” 
 
    “Correct, you do, would you all like to follow me? I’ll take you to our forum.” 
 
    Waving for her to lead the way, the team followed the Veterum closely through the packed crowds of the square. Fountains sparkled in the warm natural light, crowds happily chatted among themselves, and everyone enjoyed the warm summer’s day. Sean couldn’t help but stare and be blown away at just how Human everything seemed, a reality he knew was grounded in truth. 
 
    They rounded the square and came out onto the main road. Vehicles hovered off the ground but stayed within a luminescent barrier that dictated the flow of traffic between the colossal buildings that penetrated the sporadic cloud cover. Remulus directed them into a waiting car that lifted from the ground effortlessly and pulled into the free-flowing yet bumper to bumper traffic.  
 
    “When you’ve been a highly functioning civilization as long as ours, space is a premium on planets,” Remulus noted, observing their disbelief at the scale of the buildings hundreds of stories high, “we have to build up instead of out. Even space above the clouds is quickly running low, there’s a regulation on how much we can build without affecting the natural flow of weather.” 
 
    They sped along the road, zipping between cars in a free-flowing dance of motion that all obeyed. They turned off and made their way along a secluded street. Golden gates blocked their path. Two guards approached the car to which Remulus flashed a device in their direction. 
 
    The blockade split in two and receded away, granting them access. A winding path guided them towards the sprawling building which sat centrally in the lush, green grounds. It’s stone construction gently gleamed in the sunlight as if made from a type of white granite. It arced around forming a perfect semi-circle to which they drove around its inner edge, stopping at its central point where two large doors sat invitingly. 
 
    “This place is amazing,” said Sean, looking out the car window. 
 
    “It’s where we’ve moved all governmental officials, for now, we outgrew the old space quickly once humanity lit a fire as a call to action,” said Remulus, opening the car door before stepping out.  
 
    Sean followed suit, stretching his limbs out as he did. The unique almond smell of Caladrius’ atmosphere quickly came flooding back. He stopped, looking up towards the sky following the structure’s enormous frame. Its rocky surface was polished and smooth, flecks of black rock were woven into the brilliant white of the granite.  
 
    “Come on,” said Remulus, moving towards the rounded steps which followed the outward curvature of the building, “follow me.” 
 
    Ascending the stairs, Sean suddenly became acutely aware of the occasion surrounding it all. Decorated guards lined the steps with two more stationed either side of the door. Sequentially they came to attention, stabbing their hasta’s into the ground as the team moved. The large wooden doors at the climb’s apex seemed to open automatically, detecting their presence, but two Veterum, dressed in tight-fitting dark suits and white gloves held the entrance open for them. 
 
    “This is too much,” said Sean, “all this properness is making my shoulders feel weird, like its drawing attention to us.” 
 
    “I think the fact that an Ioution and two Humans are walking the halls is attention enough…” added Taris. 
 
    Sean slowly nodded, noticing the eyes of every gowned member of the Senate they passed staring at them with contempt and suspicion.  
 
    The mural covered ceilings of the grand entrance rose high above them. The ornate gleaming crystal chandeliers and golden filigree made Sean uncomfortable. Wealth, even though by Human standards he had accrued a decent amount after ‘saving the world,’ made him cringe, it was an automatic reflex that he couldn’t help. 
 
    Remulus guided them through the winding corridors of the vast building. It was a route that only those intimately familiar with the layout would take. 
 
    Suddenly, they came to stop beside towering chestnut oak doors which sat slightly ajar. Before Remulus could knock, a low, experienced voice echoed through the hall, “you may enter.” 
 
    Sat at the head of the long wooden table was Imperator Vespasian, visibly aged far more than the months it had been since they last met. He groaned deeply as he rose from his seat. Cavernous wrinkles had taken hold of his face and his usual fiery red skin had faded painting a picture of a frail man who wasn’t long for this world. 
 
    They stopped at the door. The Imperator shuffled towards them, his metal sabatons clinking against the cobbled floor with every step. Although frail, he still moved with a certain grace and authority, his back was as straight as can be and his hands were firmly clasped behind his back. 
 
    “How nice it is to see you once more, Sean, please, join me, take a seat.” 
 
    Obliging, Sean moved across the room and sat on a chair near the Imperator. The others spread out across the opposite side of the table but Remulus took up a stilted stance behind Vespasian.  
 
    “Not joining us, Rem?” asked Zach. 
 
    She remained silent, only slightly shuffling on the spot at her name being mentioned. “She’s my personal guard, now,” the Imperator said, turning to look her in the eyes, “she takes her job seriously, a trait I can appreciate.” 
 
    “Well, congratulations on your promotion either way,” smiled Taris, to which Remulus flashed the briefest of proudful grins. 
 
    Two servants walked in procession through the open doors. They circled the table, one placing a crystal glass the other pouring a clear, pungent liquid into them before quickly leaving the chambers. Sean picked up the glass, swirling its liquid around before taking a sip. It was sharp and zesty, it bit at his mouth like a strong vodka, but it was somehow smoother and more refreshing. 
 
    “Nice,” he said, nodding, “this is good stuff.” 
 
    Vespasian drank the last remnants of his glass before placing it down, “it is a personal favourite of mine, I’m glad you like it, too.” 
 
    “So,” said Zach, “I assume you know why we’re here?” 
 
    The Imperator nodded, “I do.” 
 
    “… and?” added Sean, subconsciously leaning in closer. 
 
    Vespasian sighed. “My advisors are cautious and untrusting, they do not understand your race as I do, they need some… assurances that this technology will not fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Assurances?” said Zach, “like what? I’m not sure what we can realistically offer, if the Fortitude is destroyed they may be able to retrieve information about the weapon, but for our own sakes I hope that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “I wish you can your crew nothing but good fortune, Captain, but they have insisted that certain failsafe’s be built into the weapon.” 
 
    “And what’s your opinion of it?” asked Sean. 
 
    Vespasian thought for a moment, leaning back in his seat. “I do see their angle and feel it is an issue I should compromise on.” 
 
    Zach and Sean looked at each other, each thinking the same – Is it worth it? 
 
    “What failsafe?” wondered Taris, “will it compromise the integrity of the ship?” 
 
    “Never. We would like to add a device that vaporises the weapon, at your own discretion, of course,” said the Imperator. 
 
    “What!” Zach said, incredulous at the suggestion, “vaporises the weapon? What if that affects the rest of the ship?” 
 
    Vespasian seemed angered as he leant forwards. “If your vessel is in the position of needing to use that failsafe, then I do not think the rest of the ship matters, does it not?” 
 
    The unavoidable truth silenced the crew before Sean conceded. “While I recognise the Captain’s issues, I think these are fair terms, right, Captain?” he said, turning to look at Zach. 
 
    “… right,” the Captain eventually nodded. “We agree to the failsafe.” 
 
    “I also have another request,” the Imperator interrupted. 
 
    Zach massaged his temple, readying himself for what was to come. “What is it?” he asked warily. 
 
    “I would ask that Remulus joins your crew as a military advisor.” 
 
    “But Sir!” Remulus protested. 
 
    “We would like to take our first footsteps out of the system after many millennia, Captain,” he said, ignoring her, “and I believe Remulus to be best suited to that role after serving aboard the ill-fated Mar’Ell.” 
 
    “Well, I’m all for it,” said Taris, smiling, “I’d love to have her back aboard.” 
 
    Sean remained unconvinced and looked at Remulus. She was stoic, albeit taken aback by the suggested assignment, she remained silent out of respect but her true emotions showed in her eyes. 
 
    “What about you, Captain?” asked Vespasian. 
 
    Zach slowly came around to the idea after considering all the ramifications of a Veterum onboard his ship. “Sure, but we also have something to ask of you if we’re discussing deals.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    Zach took a deep breath before gently exhaling it. “I’m not sure how much you know of what’s going on out there in the war. The Ioutions are stretched thin and minor civilizations, such as ours, are struggling to defend our own planets. This had led us, on the Fortitude specifically, to some interesting opportunities.” 
 
    “Go on,” the Imperator leaned in, interested in what the Captain had to say. 
 
    “We have intel that could change the tide of the war, or at least shift it in our favour. But we’re just one ship if three or four Xuron destroyers ambushed us our servitude would abruptly come to an end.” 
 
    Vespasian looked at the man with a raised eyebrow, “what is it exactly you’re asking for, Captain?” 
 
    “I’d like to request the Imperium offers its services in the form of ships to fight alongside the Fortitude while we undertake these vital missions.” 
 
    The Imperator seemed stunned for the briefest of moments. He looked around at the two Humans and Ioution that sat around him, staring intently at each. Groaning as he rose to his feet, the room was filled with his presence as he took long strides around its perimeter, running his long fingers over the polished furniture. 
 
    Suddenly, he came to a stop, grabbing an ancient metallic sword from the wall. “This sword was supposedly wielded thousands of years ago by a woman named Dauix. She hailed from a humble house, owned little land and lived a paltry farmers life. But she rose from nothing to eventually oversee all the clan houses around her. The people followed her, not because she was strong, but because she was smart. She went on to accomplish great things.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Rival houses became jealous of her power and intellect and chose to settle the matter the only way they knew – War. The period of history was bloody and brutal, millions lost their lives fighting for what they believed in, one side fought for the unification of the species, the other for devolved administration.” 
 
    “And here we are today,” Taris said, looking around her. 
 
    “And here we are today,” nodded Vespasian. “I tell you this tale not to impress, but to quote the significance, however, veiled it may seem to you, of what we are about to do – Together.” 
 
    “So, you agree to military assistance?” asked Sean, hopeful. 
 
    Vespasian, with sword in hand, walked towards Zach before holding the hilt out to the Human, “here, take this, a gift from all Veterum to you for offering us the opportunity to spread our wings and rise from the ashes, as did the Phoenix, and uniting us with this sacred community you have already helped to shape.” 
 
    Zach took the weapon, surprised at its weight, and stood, holding out a hand which the Imperator hesitantly met. “Welcome to the family.” 
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THE POLITICAL MACHINE 
 
      
 
    They had learnt a lot with their meeting that extended deep into the afternoon, adjourning for a sit-down meal with the Veterum senate. The implications of their meeting were discussed with heated debates aimed towards the Imperator who wielded his authority expertly, deflecting criticisms away. 
 
    With the majority eventually in agreement, and the installation of the Xuron weaponry projected to take a few days, Vespasian offered the team accommodation within one of their nearby barracks. 
 
    Sean awoke the next morning to the pattering of rain against his window. He laid on his back, listening to the gentle rasping of the droplets against the glass. There was something about rain on alien worlds that always amazed him in. To him, it seemed like something exclusive to Earth so to see it softly caressing the alien world around him brought a childish joy. 
 
    The dim spotlights overhead warmed the room, reacting to his movement. He sat on the edge of his bed stretching and yawning, ironing out the creases in his muscles from the night’s sleep. A relaxed vibe suddenly overcame him, looking around at the pristine furniture of the room and recognising he wasn’t on the Fortitude provided a semblance of solace. 
 
    Soon, he was dressed as ready for the day, it wasn’t specifically noted as shore leave, but he intended to treat it as such. But, a violent banging on his door soon ripped him from his tranquillity. 
 
    “You awake in there?” Taris boomed, “it’s late, come on we haven’t got all day.” 
 
    “We do, though…” he grumbled to himself, quickly dressing in the civilian clothes the Veterum had provided. 
 
    Opening the door Sean couldn’t help but chuckle at what she wore. A pearl white t-shirt and blue cargo-like trousers, the only clothes the Veterum could find to fit her taller frame, were such a far cry from what she liked to wear on Earth. He stepped back, taking a moment to enjoy it. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, let it all out,” Taris said, slowly spinning on the spot, “I look like I should be sat at home, one hand in a cereal box the other grabbing the remote.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Sean laughed, “it suits you, really,” he tried to lie. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she punched him playfully on the arm. “Come on, Zach is waiting for us, we’re being treated to breakfast.” 
 
    They made their way through the basic, concrete hallways of the military facility. Veterum officers, appearing from their quarters still adjusting their lapels and straightening their jackets, seemed almost Human.  
 
    The large dining hall was a couple of minutes’ walk to the other side of the building. The doors swung open and a loud chorus of chatter punched them in the face. Sweet and savoury smells wafted from the help-yourself row of food that sat under glowing lamps keeping it warm. 
 
    The chatter suddenly came to a stop. A piercing silence descended upon the room as all heads shifted around to look at the pair of misfits that stood in the doorway. Sean squirmed, receding into himself like a turtle being threatened, Taris, though, took it as an opportunity to change their opinions on the Ioutions, but there was little time for mingling. 
 
    A lean, beanpole of a man approached them. “It’s good to finally meet you two,” his wide eyes darting between the pair, “I’ve read, and written, so much about both of you, come, come, I have seats over here.” 
 
    He guided them between the increasingly nonplussed crowd, stopping at a set of four seats at the rear of the room. Sean slowly looked towards Taris who was in her element just observing the people around them as well as the Veterum man who looked on at them in awe. 
 
    “Caius, by the way,” the man said, “my name’s Caius.” 
 
    “I’m Sean, this is Taris,” he thumbed towards her. 
 
    “Oh, I know all about you two,” he smiled. “I’m a journalist for Caladrius News and would love to do a piece on you.” 
 
    “Really?” said Sean, confused, “we’re nobodies, there are much more interesting people than us to interview.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re just here on business,” added Taris. 
 
    “But shared business between the Ioutions, Terrans, and Veterum is big news!” he got excited, “something must be going on,” he leant in closer across the table, “is it about that new weapon I’ve heard about?” 
 
    The pair looked at each other, unsure what to say. “How did you hear about that?” asked Sean. 
 
    “I’m a journalist,” the man smiled, leaning back in his seat, “it’s my job.” 
 
    “Well, the less talk about that the better I think,” said Sean, stopping that line of questioning. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Caius nodded. “How about your relationship with the Imperator? How is he viewed outside the Imperium?” 
 
    “Without being too blunt,” said Taris, “I think most view the Veterum with an air of suspicion, you’re an unknown quantity, outsiders even, who have made little effort to integrate yourselves within the community. The Terrans were viewed the same way initially but they have taken large strides to showing their faces to those in need and helping with their limited resources.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the man scribbled on a small electronic pad. 
 
    “But don’t be too disheartened,” Sean perked up, “there might be something right around the corner that will announce you to the galaxy, trust me.” 
 
    Caius looked up from his notepad, slowly raising his head. “Oh? What’s that then?” 
 
    “Sean!” Taris whispered angrily, nudging him with her elbow. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Sean took the hint, “the Imperator’s smart, he knows what he’s doing, is all.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” Caius nodded.  
 
    From the door, Zach appeared and slowly weaved between the crowds before standing beside their table. “May I join you?” 
 
    “Please do,” Taris waved towards the empty seat, ignoring Sean’s grumbles. 
 
    “Well, I think that’s my time to take my leave,” said Caius, standing, “it was a pleasure to meet you both, it was very… enlightening. Enjoy the rest of your stay.”  
 
    “What was all that about?” asked Zach. 
 
    “Nothing, he was just a reporter,” said Sean. 
 
    “Gotta be careful around those, the slightest slip of the tongue and they’ve got ya.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know all about it,” Sean watched Caius leave and wondered if he had said too much.  
 
    They sat enjoying the light, yet formal atmosphere that now took hold. They each took turns in getting their meals before returning, sampling the wide selection of fruits and thinly sliced meats that were on offer. Before long, they had finished up and stood outside the dining hall. Officers streamed past them, heading for the facility’s exit.  
 
    Following suit, they walked out the building and into the beating rain. The square was packed with bodies. Puddles underfoot were kicked up by the fast pace that everyone moved at. At the other end of the plaza, four large vehicles sat waiting, their engines letting off no noise. 
 
    “Busy, isn’t it?” said Taris, standing off to the side allowing the flow of traffic to get past her. 
 
    “Do they do this every morning?” asked Sean, “why don’t they put the officers on the same base as the soldiers? It makes no sense to me.” 
 
    “The Veterum are prideful and respect rank,” added Zach, “officers on Terranus don’t eat with the lower ranks, either.” 
 
    “I do, though,” said Sean. 
 
    “You’re an exception, rules were never your strong suit, even at an early age.” 
 
    Sean scoffed, saying nothing. 
 
    “Anyway…” Taris cut through the thick silence, “what should we do? We have the day off so where should we go?” 
 
    “How about the city?” a familiar female voice came from behind them. 
 
    They each turned to see Remulus striding towards them. She wore a tight-fitting black shirt that revealed her toned physical figure. 
 
    “Holy hell, Rem, you’ve been working out,” said Taris, “you put us all to shame.” 
 
    “Protecting the Imperator is a demanding job, especially in these trying times that have swept across the world.” 
 
    “The world seems perfectly fine to me,” said Sean, looking around at the thinning crowds, taking in the fine stonework of the plaza around them. 
 
    “There are certain splinter groups who will do anything to see Caladrius back in seclusion,” Remulus said, her smooth face a picture of annoyance. “But that’s not why you’re here, why don’t I be your guide around the city today? I would like to spend some time with you all,” she said, half smiling towards Sean who quickly looked away. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” replied Taris, “lead the way.” 
 
    They crossed the court and stepped into Remulus’ personal vehicle. As soon as the engine started a complex electronic music blasted from the rear speakers. Quickly, she shut it down, half embarrassed before setting a course on the centre console. The car lifted off the ground, guiding itself into the busy flow of traffic.  
 
    The lack of product advertising within the city was surprising. Buildings stood with little colourful messaging drawing the eye, instead, signs were posted that freely floated above the highway promoting the army as a career option, an option many seemed to take. 
 
    The dual stars of the system slowly broke through the heavy, grey clouds that rolled overhead as the autonomous guidance lowered them into a reserved parking slot.  
 
    Every building pierced well past the clouds. Corporations, high ranking army and political officials, as well as the Imperator himself often conducted business within this central district. “Impressive,” said Zach. 
 
    “Very,” nodded Sean, moving out the way of an officious looking Veterum who held back a snarl as he moved past. 
 
    “This is the central district, it's where everything happens and where you will find products and clothing from across our system,” Remulus said proudly. 
 
    “Where first?” asked Taris excitedly. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” replied Remulus, “it’s your break, after all, I’ve seen it all a thousand times before, this is like a second home to me.” 
 
    After much discussion, the team headed for the nearest shop and worked from there. They spent much of the day bouncing between stores, not really committing to much of anything. 
 
    Sean and Zach looked at each other in despair knowing this could be a long day. 
 
       The novelty of visiting a new place quickly wore thin as the bustling crowds became an irritating hindrance. “Enough?” asked Remulus. 
 
    After this encounters with the Xuron wouldn’t look so bad thought Sean. 
 
    The suns slowly receded below the horizon, ushering in a frigid night. The azure night sky provided a wondrous sight for the tourists, but as the temperature dropped so did their resolve.  
 
    They quickly found a bar and waited in line to get in. 
 
    “I didn’t expect the Veterum to be socialisers,” said Sean, dancing on the spot trying to warm himself, “but there’s so many restaurants and bars everywhere.”  
 
    Remulus, in her thin clothing, shivered violently, wrapping her arms around herself. Sean offered his fleet jacket. “Thank you,” she smiled warmly. “But yes, we enjoy recreation just as much as you, more so, maybe, with how regimented and structured our everyday lives and jobs are.” 
 
    They got to the front and were ushered inside, but not without a look from the doormen towards the outsiders that screamed ‘don’t start trouble.’ The doors swung open and a cacophony of voices and gentle electronic music blared out.  
 
    The bar was awash with sickly pink and purple neon lights that bathed every surface in a magenta watercolour. A thick pungent smoke tumbled across the ceiling from a group of Veterum sat in the corner smoking from a set of pipes connected to a central dome.  
 
    Remulus ushered them towards a booth where they sat comfortably, at least everyone apart from Taris, her larger frame struggling to fit the chairs. A waiter nonchalantly approached the group, looking down at a device that hung from her neck. As she looked up, though, her eyes grew wide with surprise at the aliens that sat in her bar. 
 
    “Oh wow,” she said, coming closer to the table, “it’s really happening, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” smiled Remulus. “She,” Remulus pointed to Taris, “is an Ioution, and these two…” 
 
    “They’re Human,” the waitress smiled, “I’d recognise them anywhere.” She held out a hand, offering it to Zach and Sean who gladly shook it, “it’s great to see what I’ve only ever read about in books, it makes me proud that a civilization we started has thrived to this point.” 
 
    Zach looked confused, looking around at those he sat beside. “Did anyone else hear that!?” he said, incredulous, “a civilisation they started…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, it’s old news,” said Sean, dismissing the Captain, “get with the times.” 
 
    “How have I never heard of it before!” 
 
    “No one has apart from us, at least I think that’s true…” said Taris. 
 
    “Yeah. We got into a fight with some Praetorian on a mission to help the Veterum, he wasn’t very welcoming of Humanity, to say the least.” 
 
    Zach remained silent, he stared at each person wondering what other secrets they kept from him. “We have to let people know,” he demanded, “this is BIG news.” 
 
    “No!” Taris and Sean yelled in unison. 
 
    “Don’t put that pressure on us, at least not yet,” Sean said, “Humans are already faltering to the Xuron, we don’t need a second existential crisis in under two years.” 
 
    Again, Zach stayed silent. This time, though, he admitted defeat, slowly nodding. Sean had his suspicions if the Captain would remain silent about it, so noted to himself that he would keep a close eye on him. 
 
    “Anyway,” the waitress said, squealing through the tense atmosphere, “what can I get you?” 
 
    “Remulus,” said Sean, waving towards the Veterum, “what would you recommend?” 
 
    After a moment of thought, she spoke up. “Four Caladrian ales, please,” she said sweetly.  
 
    With that, the waiter spun on his heels and ambled away towards the bar.  
 
    “So, Remulus, tell me a bit about yourself,” said Zach as he got comfortable. 
 
    “There isn’t much to say, really. I’m from time hundreds of years past. I was sent on one of many generations ships out from Caladrius to help colonise new worlds in Andromeda and restart our once thriving civilisation away from the Xuron scourge.” 
 
    “Which they also started,” Taris said, leaning into Zach, to which he only shook his head. 
 
    “Unbeknownst to us, our ship didn’t even leave the Milky Way. That’s where Sean and his team found me, the only survivor amongst thousands.” She looked down at the table, trying to hide her emotions. Right on cue, the waiter placed four jugs of a deep, golden liquid down in front of them, smiling before walking away. 
 
    “You’re here now, though,” said Sean, rubbing her shoulder comfortingly, “and look at all the great work you’ve done and what you’ve accomplished.” 
 
    Remulus looked up, her eyes glistening in the suffocating lights that bathed their table. She allowed herself a smile, slowly nodding. “Thank you.” 
 
    Taris grabbed the drink, staring Sean down as she took a long drag on the ale. Her eyes widened with surprise the minute it touched her tongue. “That’s… interesting,” she said, “it reminds me of a drink called ginger beer back on Earth, although this has a hidden punch that hits me in the throat.” 
 
    “It can be strong, especially for first-timers,” Remulus replied, taking a long gulp herself, “but I enjoy it.” 
 
    The night moved on. Time flew by as they reminisced about the past but also looked to the future, a future where Xuron were no longer a threat and they all lived in relative peace. A goal that was still far off, they knew. 
 
    Seeing as their tab was being taken care of by the Veterum government, Sean rose to his feet, demanding the group have a fourth drink. There were little complaints as the ale had become increasingly more tolerable.  
 
    He waddled up towards the bar with those back in the booth sniggering to themselves at his lack of motor functions. At the bar, he noticed Caius, the journalist he had spoken to earlier. He wanted to sneak behind him, surprising the man and making him jump. So, he crept behind him and leant against the bar, unsure if he should do it or not. 
 
    Breaking his intense concentration, the barman walked over wide-eyed and surprised. “Ah, Human! I’ve heard a lot about you. What is it you desire?” 
 
    “Same again please, if that’s alright.” 
 
    With a smile, the man disappeared behind the bar with four mugs. By now, Sean had completely forgotten about his prank, and instead, he eavesdropped on those around him, trying to soak in some Veterum culture. But something coming from Caius’ small group caught his attention. He couldn’t make it all out, only snapshots of words. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Iterum Solam.” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    His senses perked up and he quickly turned away from the group, making sure he didn’t get noticed. The barman brought their drinks back with a smile which Sean took and hurried back to his seat. 
 
    “Here he is!” Zach slurred, grabbing one of the mugs before putting it straight to his lips. 
 
    Taris, though, felt his vibe. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing… nothing, I think?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I dunno,” he said, looking out around Remulus to stare at the small gathering, “I heard something weird… But it could be nothing.” 
 
    “It’s probably nothing,” slurred Zach who now had a permanent smile on his face. 
 
    “No… I’ve learnt to trust Sean’s instincts,” said Taris. “What did you hear?” 
 
    Sean shifted in his chair, uncomfortable at the fact he might make himself look a fool. But there was something about what he had heard, something more he couldn’t place his finger on. “I didn’t hear much, just small parts of their conversation, but something is happening soon, within twenty-four hours, apparently.” 
 
    Remulus suddenly sat up her concentration completely on the Human. “Was there any more than that?” 
 
    “Yeah, something about a person called Iterum Solam?” 
 
    Remulus looked over her shoulder towards the group before taking out a small device, she pointed it towards them and took a picture. “You’re sure you heard those words?” she moved in closer, whispering, “Iterum Solam? You’re one-hundred percent positive?” 
 
    “Ninety-nine percent?” he squirmed. 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” she replied, rising to her feet. 
 
    “Wait!” Sean dragged her back down, “what does it mean?” 
 
    She quickly looked around to ensure no one was listening in on them. “The Interim Solam is a splinter group that has existed for millennia. They oppose the reintegration of the Veterum as a whole back into interstellar politics, wishing to remain isolationist for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “But why?” asked Zach. 
 
    “They believe others are impure and would only taint our worlds, so they take it upon themselves to stop whatever plans are in motion by, usually, assassination and sabotage. Luckily for us, our reintegration thus far has been undiscovered by the group.” 
 
    “Well…” gulped Sean, “see that man there, he approached us this morning at breakfast. Said he was a journalist working for Caladrius News…” 
 
    “Oh… crap,” squirmed Taris. 
 
    “… yeah, crap.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “We may have revealed that something big was going on behind the scenes…” said Sean. 
 
    “Not in so many words, though!” protested Taris, “we didn’t outright admit it.” 
 
    “But they may be able to infer that there is something actionable based on what you said?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” replied Sean. 
 
    “Do you remember the journalist’s name?” asked Remulus. 
 
    “Caius, right Tar?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds about right,” Taris replied. 
 
    “Alright, you three wait here, I’m going to go and speak to them, don’t come and help if anything happens.” 
 
    But, as if aware of the unwelcome interest, the small group had dispersed. Quickly, she looked around the bar but found nothing and the bartender offered little other than that they had just left. She burst out onto the street, quickly scanning both ways but they were gone, skulking back into the shadows. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” asked Sean, “do you need us to help with anything?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. You three return to the barracks, I’ve got someone to see, this can’t be allowed to progress any further,” said Remulus, handing the group her vehicle pass. “Just select our previous location, the top one, and you’ll be home in no time. I’ll see you all in the morning I hope.” 
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THE OLD WAYS 
 
      
 
    Remulus weaved between the dense back streets of the city like a seasoned pro. It had once been her home, after all. After being selected for the seeding missions she had left it all behind, her family, her friends, everything and everyone she had ever known disappeared to the sands of time as she laid dormant in the Outer Rim. 
 
    But now she was respected, powerful, two qualities she never expected to exude, two qualities she never wanted to exude. Her position afforded her time with the upper echelons of Veterum society. The Imperator trusted her with his life, so by proxy, the entire Senate did, too, even if some did follow along as reluctant passengers. 
 
    She made her way under the ethereal silver moonlight to the prestigious quarters of the Praetorians and their peers. She headed up the long road towards the small, yet grand building that sat centrally within pristinely maintained gardens. 
 
    The doors swung open revealing the grand hall beyond. Coats of arms, each assigned to ancient houses, hung on the walls. The dark stone glistened from the braziers that burnt brightly beside the strip of purple carpet that led away from the entrance towards a desk in front of a vast staircase. Remulus’ steps were cushioned underfoot, but she approached the reception area fast. The Veterum male was head down in his datapad and didn’t notice her approach. 
 
    “Aulus,” she said, breaking the man from his trance, “where is he?” 
 
    “W-wait, why are you here? You’re not allowed in here!” he quickly reached towards a mobile communicator to summon the guards, but Remulus stretched over the desk and snatched it from his hands. 
 
    “I’m not here to hurt anyone,” she said slowly, “I just need to see Praetorian Aulus, I have urgent news.” 
 
    “Save it until the morning, there are scheduled…” 
 
    “No!” she slammed a clenched fist down against the desk, “this cannot wait until morning, the news is urgent, I use that word sparingly.”  
 
    The man shifted about in his seat, obviously conflicted at what to do. Slowly, he began to nod and held out a hand, “I need my communicator back, then.” 
 
    “Fine,” she slammed the small device down into his outstretched hand, “get Aulus down here now.” 
 
    He turned away from the desk, silently speaking into the device. Remulus nervously paced about the vast, open hall, running her fingers across the rugged stone that made up the towering pillars that held the roof in place. 
 
    “He’s on his way,” he said, “sit over there and stop bothering me.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She crashed back into one of the many long benches. Minutes ticked by and no one appeared. With every faint noise, she shot to her feet and looked down both the dormitory wings that spread either side of reception. But, as she sat back down, the marching of feet echoed around the halls, slowly growing louder. From one of the hallways appeared four armed guards, they each pointed the tips of their sparking hasta in her direction. 
 
    “To your feet,” the leading woman said, “follow me.” 
 
    She obliged and walked close behind the commander. The guards had formed a diamond around Remulus, blocking off any potential escape route in the already cramped corridors of the building.  
 
    They guided her to a small room that sat near the end of the east corridor. A set of small lights flickered on overhead bathing the cold room in an orange glow. “Sit there,” the leading guard pushed Remulus into a chair. 
 
    Again, she waited. She tapped her fingers against the hard-wooden surface, the constant dull thumping reverberated around the hollow chamber until the door swung inwards. 
 
    The door suddenly slammed open as a Praetorian burst into the room. His pale red face was a portrait of anger as he paced the room muttering to himself. He waved for her to sit. 
 
    “So,” he said, massaging the back of his neck, “this better be good.” His eyes pierced her crumbling confidence, any missteps he would be ready to strike, disregarding what she had to say. 
 
    She shifted nervously about in her seat. The walls felt as if they closed around her, constricting her ability to speak. “Iterum Solam,” she squeezed out, “I think they’re back.” 
 
    Aulus sat back, crossing one leg over the other. He breathed a heavy sigh, shaking his head in utter disappointment before rising to his feet and heading towards the exit. “Guards, escort her out and don’t let her back in.” 
 
    “Praetorian Aulus!” Remulus shot to her feet, “please, hear me out!” 
 
    He stood in the doorway, looking over his shoulder. “Tell me one thing to make me stay.” 
 
    She thought, tearing at her mind for something usable. “Caius, from Caladrius News, he’s part of the plot.” 
 
    Aulus’ eyebrows raised in tandem with his intrigue. Slowly, he closed the door and sat back down which Remulus took as a sign of interest. “Go on.” 
 
    “My information is limited, but it comes from a trusted source.” 
 
    “Who’s your source?” 
 
    She squirmed. “Sean, from the Terran ship in orbit.” 
 
    Aulus shook his head once more. “And how would he know who Iterum Solam are?” 
 
    “He didn’t, he overheard a small group of people in the bar talking about something happening within twenty-four hours. He repeated those words back to me flawlessly, for him to accidentally read about them would be almost impossible.” 
 
    “Hm,” Aulus sat forwards, scratching at his cleanly shaven beard. “If they’re back then it could mean trouble for the Imperator. Do you think it’s a credible threat?” 
 
    Remulus remained silent for a moment, biting her lip, knowing this moment could poison her position of power forever if she was wrong. “Yes. I do.” 
 
    “You do know they haven’t been an active threat for centuries, yes?” 
 
    “We haven’t had a plan for reintegration in centuries, but now we do,” she snapped back, “this is real, Aulus, we must take it seriously.” 
 
    He smiled. “I heard you were good at your job, the Imperator’s life seems intrinsically valuable to you.” 
 
    “It is,” she nodded, “he has grand plans for returning the Veterum to being one of the galaxy’s greatest partners of trade and culture, within fifty years we could be stood atop the pedestal once again and not languishing down in the weeds.” 
 
    “Alright,” Aulus recognised the females passion for her people, “I will make some discreet enquiries regarding these supposed terrorists and contact you if need be.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she stood, placing a clenched fist under her chin. 
 
    “Go and get some rest, your diligence has been noted.” 
 
    With a gentle nod, she left the building, heading back towards the officers’ quarters where the rest of the team slept. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sean thrashed in his sleep as nightmares destroyed any semblance of a peaceful rest. Images of Xuron ships bombarding planets and taking the civilians hostage for transformation took hold. Faces flashed for the briefest of moments, his Dad, his Mum, Taris, then, Fez’s corrupted, malformed face came and didn’t dissolve like the others. It smiled, getting closer to his mind’s eye. Then, with an open mouth full of razor teeth, moved in to swallow him whole. 
 
    He screamed himself awake as a loud banging on the door matched his thumping heart. “I’m coming,” he answered the vicious knocks. But, with a bang that thumped through his chest, the door fell to the ground with a deafening boom as four Veterum soldiers charged into the room pointing their hasta’s in his direction. 
 
    Sean slowly held his hands up, unsure what was going on. The weapons sadistically sparked, barking at him to move. But his muscles had frozen at the sight of the fully armoured soldiers at his door. “Move!” the soldier yelled, grabbing Sean by the shirt and dragging him towards the door. He resisted but it was no use, before long they had placed a hood over his head obscuring his vision. 
 
    Throughout the facility, the same thing happened to others. He listened as doors were smashed down, followed by shouts of indignation before there was a brief period of quiet. All around him was the marching of metallic boots against the stone floor, he tried to count how many there were but it was impossible. 
 
    Before long he felt the warmth of the sun bake through the dark hood. He walked barefoot across the cobbles in what he assumed was the courtyard outside. Then, with a forceful hand on his shoulder, he was shoved to his knees and his hands bound. 
 
    His senses were in overdrive. Every sound was amplified, every smell had a new life to it. Time slowed to a crawl, his heart pounded to the point where he could feel it in his neck.  
 
    Screams ripped across the square that was punctuated by a sharp electrostatic then followed by a dull thud. He had images of Veterum soldiers executing people on the spot, leaving their bodies to ripen in the roasting heat.  
 
    Heavy footsteps unnerved his psyche. Beside him, a woman struggled as she was thrown to the ground. He heard her trying to speak but her mouth was quite obviously gagged.  
 
    Then, for what felt like hours, nothing happened. The heat was intense, and all noise was muffled apart from the faint rumbling of shuttles taking off in the distance. Then, just as Sean thought he was going to pass out, a man’s calculating voice made him pay attention. 
 
    “I have heard a lot about you all,” he said, slowly circling, “this isn’t how I expected us to meet, but things became considerably more… interesting through the night.” 
 
    “Let… me… go!” a woman that sounded awfully like Taris protested to his right. But, a thump was followed by a weak squeal that came from the same woman, Sean felt the anger rising through his body, ready to explode at any moment, but he knew he had to remain calm, for all their sakes. 
 
    “Terrans, Ioutions, Xuron, and however many more species out there that are claiming to be enlightened and on an equal footing with us, the Veterum - Pathetic,” the man roared, his voice echoed across the empty pavilion. “Your culture, your history, it pales in comparison to what we have achieved, yet you ask we join a community and be on equal standing to everyone else?” 
 
    Another long silence came over the crowd. The man paced about, seething, his rage audible and visceral. 
 
    “Take their hoods off.” 
 
    Sean was blinded by the sudden invasion of bright light, he squinted hard as a sharp pain ran from his eyes back into his head. But, an audible gasp came from his side. 
 
    “Aulus!” the woman cried. Sean slowly turned his head, only seeing flashes of a cherry red skin, “this is your doing!?” 
 
    “No,” he said, walking up to her, “this is your doing, Remulus, and all of your friends here.” 
 
    Sean managed to rub his eyes against the tops of his arms, clearing his vision. To his left was Remulus, bent down to her knees and snarling at the Praetorian that lorded over them. Taris and Zach were to his right, remaining silent, only giving knowing eyes towards him when they met each other’s gaze. 
 
    “You’re part of Iterum Solam, Aulus? How could you! We’re on the verge of something great, something we haven’t seen for millennia!” yelled Remulus who then received a blunt blow to the back of her head. 
 
    “How could I?” Aulus seemed incredulous, “this is all you, you guided the outsiders to us, you introduced them to our society, you fanned the flames of rebellion the moment you guided them here. To suggest this is my fault is ludicrous.” 
 
    “But why?” asked Remulus, “we have so much to gain, so much to learn from others, we can only become a better, more prosperous society if we open up ourselves to new experiences. I’ve seen glimpses of what’s out there, Aulus, and it’s beautiful. Races coexisting in complete harmony, feeding the others curiosity and selective needs without a second word, we could be that, we could contribute to that… to that utopia that surrounds us.” 
 
    “Powerful words, Remulus,” Aulus stood tall above her crumpled frame, “for a moment you almost had me convinced, but a utopia, don’t be so foolish! Worlds are ravaged by famine, disease, and war. Ravaged by political machines that, contrary to what you say, only care for their own little corner of space. Almost all species share a common, natural goal, Remulus.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    Aulus got to one knee, looking her dead in the eyes, “to look out for number one.” 
 
    She spat in his face, smiling as the thick saliva weaved down his cheek. “That’s all you deserve for betraying your species in its greatest time of need, how could you and your cohort of defectors see this as something good for us? You’ve not enriched the Veterum, Aulus, no, you’ve sown the seeds of our demise.” 
 
    “Enough of your insolence,” he bellowed, “I’m not here for idle chatter, I’m here to cut off the head of your cultural poison, ensuring the well of ours remains unsullied. It will be a shame to lose you, from everything I’ve heard you’re as good as the academy will ever produce. I suppose they don’t make them like they used to,” he smiled sickly. “Guards.” 
 
    With the order, a single soldier stood behind each of the team. Their weapons sparked with an uncontained anger above their heads. Sean turned to look at Remulus, a fiery passion burnt brightly in her eyes. Taris, though, screamed and yelled, she flailed about trying to free herself while shouting threats towards the Praetorian. 
 
    Sean’s heart sank at the sight of his father. Zach closed his eyes and mouthed silent words to himself while looking towards the heavens. But, as if feeling eyes digging into him, he turned around and looked at his son, his eyes moist. For a moment Sean wanted to break down seeing his only living parent like that, it ate away at him, however much he hated that it did.  
 
    Zach locked eyes with him. They shared a private moment where wordless apologies were exchanged, but Zach took it one step further, he mouthed the words ‘I’m sorry,’ fuelling a burning rage within Sean. 
 
    “Let us go!” he screamed, fumbling about trying to get a footing to stand, “we’ll leave your damned planet alone, just let the Captain and the others go, take me, I’m the poster boy for all this, my head on a spike will send a message to everyone.” 
 
    “That is most honourable of you, Human,” Aulus said, “but I’m afraid one is not enough.”  
 
    With that, he nodded towards the guards. Their fierce weapons were drawn high above their heads, the tips pointed down at the captive’s spines. But, as they were about to strike, an alarm began to shriek across the city. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Taris. 
 
    Aulus suddenly became angered, looking skyward. The clouds split, dozens of ovoid objects propelled across the blue heavens as fiery meteorites. Anti-air emplacements on the surface sparked to life. Bolts of energy lanced towards the falling pods, destroying some instantly in bright, miniature explosions.  
 
    “Xuron!” one of the guards shouted, the panic obvious in his voice. 
 
    The team’s eyes widened. The air around them grew dense as a violent rumbling quickly grew in intensity. “Finish them!” Aulus shouted, “kill them now!” 
 
    Their sentences were interrupted by a thunderous crash came from the east. One of the pods slammed into a towering building, lodging deep into its construction. Stone and metals crumbled away, slamming down into the ground all around them. Then, just as the threat abated, a second pod screeched overhead, smashing into the officer’s quarters.  
 
    The building exploded outwards in a hurricane of debris knocking everyone off their feet. For a moment, Sean was dazed and confused, the entire world spun around him, twisting into a total swirl of faded colour. Quick thumps from the anti-air batteries were distorted in the distance, but a female voice quickly refocussed his thoughts. 
 
    “Come on, Sean, we’ve got to go!” Taris shouted.  
 
    She turned around, offering up one of her bound hands to help pull him to his feet. “Thanks,” he panicked, looking around at the destruction, “which way?” 
 
    “Follow me,” barked Remulus, taking charge.  
 
    All around them bolts of energy sparked towards the remaining pods that powered down from the atmosphere. From behind, they heard Aulus order his troops to regroup and eliminate Remulus and her troublemakers. 
 
    The team weaved through the backstreets of the city. They were dark and dingy with rubbish littering every alley. Soldiers behind found it difficult to sprint with their heavy armour, but with their hands still bound, the squad struggled to maintain their advantage. 
 
    From nowhere, energy sparked off the buildings that rose above them. Chunks of masonry were spat out and a thick cloud of dust swirled about the air. “Holy crap!” shouted Sean, “they’ve got guns.” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured that much out,” Taris yelled between deep breaths. 
 
    Rounds zipped past them, just barely missing the disjointed group of bodies. Across the city the remaining pods crashed through buildings and roads, throwing up a thick rolling cloud that tumbled through the tight streets of the metropolis.  
 
    They ran out onto the main road. Alarms wailed above them from tall siren towers that sat along the thoroughfare warning the civil population to take cover. Remulus led them through the panicked crowds to the engineering tunnels beneath the streets. 
 
    “In here, it leads to the palace,” she shouted, waving for them to hurry. Once they were all through she slammed the door shut, engaging its emergency lock from the inside, “that will only slow them for a few minutes, so let’s make it count.” 
 
    The air was humid and thick with dust under the road. Everything buzzed from the immense volumes of power that was pumped through the thick cables that sat overhead. Remulus quickly guided the team through the maze of the corridors and tunnels that had mostly fallen into crumbling disrepair. 
 
    Voices echoed far behind them. The team picked up the pace, sprinting behind Remulus, staying tight to the only one who knew the way. The winding hallways twisted and turned, Sean quickly lost his bearings the deeper they went. The overhead lights seemed to grow dimmer as they moved further in. 
 
    Breathing hard, they came to a stop beside a set of stairs leading to a large metallic door. Remulus rushed up the steps, turning around to input commands on the console with her bound hands. Beeps baring their exit echoed off the low ceiling as she input incorrect codes time and time again. 
 
    “Come on, Rem, they’re gaining on us,” said Taris. 
 
    “I can’t feel the buttons properly!” Remulus complained, “just a few more tries…” 
 
    Another beep came, rejecting their advances. Behind, the distant footsteps slowly became louder, the voices closer and clearer. A second beep barred access, forcing an unspoken panic onto the team. From the end of the hallways, two guards burst around the corner, their energy weapons pointed directly at them. 
 
    “Now, Remulus! We need it!” yelled Sean. 
 
    She closed her eyes, feeling the raised buttons. She let her unconscious mind guide her fingers, then, as if through divine intervention a flatline beep came as the large cranks on the door receded and it smoothly opened, flooding the dank hallways with a torrent of natural light. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Zach shouted. 
 
    They ran into the pristine, lush green grounds of the palace. Two guards patrolling the area stopped, looking at the bound prisoners that emerged from the service hatch. “Stop,” they boomed in unison, “get to the ground!” 
 
    “Behind us,” Remulus shouted across the lawn, “help!” 
 
    The team each dropped to the ground in response to not wanting to be shot. But, as their pursuers emerged from the bunker, the guards lowered their weapons. “They yours?” one of the palace guards asked. 
 
    The only response he got, though, was a quick energy blast to the chest. It sent him flying back, landing hard on the stone path, winding him instantly. The other raised his weapon and opened fire on defectors.  
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Taris panicked, “we’ve got to make a run for it.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Sean said, his voice muffled by the short grass he was face down in, “we’ve gotta go.” 
 
    With that, the team raised to their feet, ducking out the way of the waring guards. They rushed around the massive building before finding themselves out in the open courtyard of the palace. More guards spotted them, slowly approaching to arrest the ragtag group, but one noticed Remulus and stopped. 
 
    “Lady Barzilie, what are you doing tied up?” he asked, “and the Humans, them too?” 
 
    “We were captured by the Iterum Solam, they’re right behind us and coming for the Imperator,” said Remulus, “quickly, free us so we can help.” 
 
    The guards obliged, freeing their shackles with an electronic key. From around the palace, though, their pursuers appeared, opening fire on them once more. Remulus instinctively grabbed a small arms weapon from the guard’s belt, getting to one knee and returned fire.  
 
    Beams of energy tore across the once idyllic courtyard. Chunks of stone shrapnel exploded from the building as stray bolts left deep black scars. From the palace, Imperator Vespasian stood at the top of the steps with a blade in hand. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this insolence!” his voice thundered, “stop this instantly.” 
 
    Fighting didn’t stop, though. Energy screamed past Vespasian which he calmly took a stride back from, obscuring himself. But, Praetorian Aulus rounded the corner, rifle in hand, and aimed it towards the Imperator. Remulus, seeing this, aimed carefully down her sights and let off a single round. The rifle in his hand exploded, showering everyone in violent red sparks. 
 
    “That’s how it’s going to be, is it?” the Praetorian shouted, “men, stand down,” he ordered with venom. 
 
    “Aulus?” Vespasian said, confused, “is that you?” 
 
    Aulus moved closer to the stairs, “I know you are old and feeble, but your eyes do not deceive you, not this time, Vespasian.” 
 
    The Imperator descended the steps before he stood beside Aulus, only slightly taller than him. “Why have you done this, brother? On the eve of something wonderous you decide to sour it.” 
 
    “It is because of your ideas of ‘wonder’ that this needed to happen, it could no longer go unchecked.” 
 
    “But we are so close to establishing relations with the help of our Terran brothers and sisters, is this not a great thing for our ailing people?” 
 
    “Brothers and sisters?” Aulus scoffed, “they are no more than an experiment in a petri dish that managed to scale its walls, they are not worthy of standing side by side with us. And you think the Ioutions deserve this treatment, too? Having the honour of our culture and knowledge?” 
 
    Vespasian’s eyes grew wide. “Iterum Solam…” he trailed off, “you lead them?” 
 
    “It is irrelevant who leads and who doesn’t, we are a collective whole that believes in a single vision, a vision of isolationist unity, a vision of…” 
 
    “I know perfectly well what your wretched creed stands for, Aulus, you do not have to lecture me,” the Imperator grew angered, his fingers gently twitching over his hilted blade as a sudden rush of energy brought colour to his once pale skin. “I presume you are here to kill me?” 
 
    “You presume correctly.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Vespasian, drawing a second weapon, “do me the honour of allowing me to fight for it rather than skulking in the shadows like a sewer rat.” Vespasian offered the man his second blade. Aulus accepted the longsword, inspecting its edge for defects before nodding, agreeing to the duel. 
 
    The two Veterum took two paces away from the other. Vespasian grabbed his weapon with both hands while Aulus left one free. There was a tense standoff as the two men eyed each other up, weighing up their first move.  
 
    Invigorated with rage, Vespasian lunged forwards bringing his heavy sword down from high. Aulus leapt to his left, tumbling to the ground to avoid the blade. Again, Vespasian picked up his weapon and lunged it towards the downed Praetorian, but this time he met blade with blade, swiping away the incoming attack. 
 
    The youth of Aulus allowed him to roll away, quickly climbing to his feet. The Imperator brought the sword up to his shoulder, pointing it out towards his foe, ready to lunge. But Aulus made the first strike, sweeping his blade low and fast, aiming for Vespasian’s legs. He caught him, blood welling from a thin cut through his tunic. 
 
    “Face it, you cannot keep up with me,” said Aulus, circling the wounded like a hungry wolf, “while you have stagnated in the chambers of the Senate, I have trained daily to become the best I could be.” 
 
    Vespasian gave nothing more than a weak scoff before lunging forwards, slicing his blade horizontally across Aulus’ chest. The Praetorian blocked most of the attack with a quick jump back, but couldn’t stop a small, deep wound from stabbing into his left breast.  
 
    Wincing, the man held his chest tight. “Enough of this charade,” said Vespasian, looking at the gathering of guards that now formed a protective circle around the Praetorian, ready to arrest him at any time, “let this matter drop and spend the rest of your days in the ice cells.” 
 
    “An idea cannot just be extinguished because you do not agree with it, Vespasian, there are many followers of Solam, killing me will only turn me into a martyr.” 
 
    Slowly, Aulus raised his weapon out in front of him, wishing to continue. Vespasian granted him his wish, although he knew he was right. They circled each other, like sharks smelling blood in the water.  
 
    Then, in a surge of action, they lunged at each other. Blow after blow was exchanged and deflected away. Their movements seemed superhuman, they were agile and had reaction times exceeding that of a typically trained soldier. But, eventually, Aulus fell backwards, his face swollen and breathing heavily. 
 
    “No more,” Vespasian ordered, sheathing his weapon as he sucked in large volumes of air, “this ends now, guards.” 
 
    Quickly, they rushed in, raising the man to his feet before restraining him. He screamed, willing his loyal cohort to help, but they were already disarmed, pressed face first against the wall and arrested. 
 
    Sean and the team moved up to a weary Vespasian. Remulus put an arm around the Imperator and escorted him towards the stairs where he sat, catching his breath. “You fought well,” she said, “you fought like a man fifty years younger.” 
 
    “Ha!” he laughed, “there is still some energy left in this body of mine.” 
 
    “What now?” asked Sean, “it sounds like these people are everywhere.” 
 
    Vespasian remained quiet. He sat up against the stone railings, taking in a long, deep breath. “Once these talks are concluded with the community and Terranus, I think it may be time for me to rest these weary bones and enjoy the splendours of what we have helped shape.” 
 
    “Well, there’s always a free space on the Fortitude for you,” said Zach. 
 
    “That is most kind of you, but I would like to travel the stars on a Veterum ship, exploring worlds and races previously unknown to us. There is so much to learn, so much to see,” he smiled towards Remulus. “I’m excited.” 
 
    “There are still Xuron attacking this world,” said Sean, “aren’t you worried about that?” 
 
    Vespasian shook his head. “We accepted the risks of exposing our little corner of space to all, and the Xuron pods are a weekly occurrence, we have clean-up crews specially trained to dispatch them. Our anti-air technology has improved, too, actually with the help of Terran targeting algorithms, our partnership is already bringing fruit to both our worlds.” 
 
    Sean patted the man on the shoulder as he moved away, signalling for Remulus to follow. “So?” he said, “what now?” 
 
    Zach thought for a moment. “We wait until this all blows over, head back to the Fortitude, and see from there, but I imagine we should head back to Terranus, even for a week, to resupply, repair, and refresh morale.” 
 
    “Agreed, let’s head on home…” added Sean. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14
GHOSTS FROM THE PAST 
 
      
 
    Sean wandered on the bridge of the Fortitude. It was at half-staff as others prepared the ship for its return to Terranus. He circled the perimeter, looking over his officer’s shoulder at what they worked on. There was nothing of interest, so instead, he strolled towards the Captain’s chair and eyed it up. 
 
    He ran a hand over its smooth, black leather finish. Felt the cold of its chrome frame, recoiling at its touch. It called to him, lured him in. Gently, he lowered back into the seat, letting out a relaxed breath as the cushioned material moulded to his body. 
 
    For a moment he felt powerful, he looked towards those that worked around him, distant dreams of him barking orders mid-fight with a Xuron cruiser flooded his mind. His daydream ran wild, so wild in fact he didn’t notice his father enter the bridge and stand over him, watching his starry-eyed son. 
 
    “It could be yours one day,” Zach said, “not this ship I mean, but one of the ones in their design stage right now, wait a few years and you’ll be Captain, I know it.” 
 
    Sean scoffed. He stood from the Captain’s chair, waving for Zach to replace him. “So, how long until we leave Caladrius?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Tactical, what’s the status of our Veterum friends?” asked Zach. 
 
    “One moment, Captain.” 
 
    The atmosphere on the bridge was relaxed. Preparations were almost complete across the Fortitude and now they waited for the Veterum to be ready for their first voyage outside the system. 
 
    “I bet the Veterum are going to be so frustrated,” said Sean, allowing himself a private chuckle. 
 
    “Why?” asked Zach. 
 
    “Our FTL is so inferior to theirs, they’re going to be operating at one-tenth speed with their jump drives.” 
 
    “Well, they do have conventional slip drives, too,” added Zach, “but its ancient tech to them, that’s how they retrofit so fast, it's just plug and play to them at this point with their ships being so modular.” 
 
    “Veterum ships reporting green, Captain.” 
 
    “Very good.” Zach leaned over to his dangling communicator and made a ship-wide announcement. “All personnel, we will be entering slip space within thirty minutes, ensure that you are at your stations.” 
 
    The time passed quickly while the ship was a hive of activity. Crates were stowed away, and people were strapped into their stations, ready for the violent initial slide into slip space. 
 
    Before long, Sean was sat alone at a console towards the rear of the bridge. Everyone, including the Veterum, was prepped and ready to leave Caladrius. Final checks were made on the Fortitude’s systems and receiving the all clear, the FTL officer spooled up the drives. Then, with a deep, resonating boom that rattled the ship, they entered slip space on a direct course for Terranus. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With a shudder, the Fortitude tore back into the normal space a few hours from Terranus Prime. Within minutes, the Veterum ships split the space in two, releasing blinding pulses of light as they exited their own version of slip space. Silently, the crew wondered how Earth and its colonies on the Moon and Mars would welcome the arrival of yet another alien race. 
 
    “Bring the viewer online,” Zach said. 
 
    Within moments the screen displayed their home in all her radiant glory against the black velvet of space. It brought a certain smile to Sean’s face, for however much he loathed her at times, it was still his home, and nothing could ever change that. 
 
    The comms channel flashed on Zach’s console. “Officer Veterri, route the communication to the front screen.” 
 
    The image of Earth disappeared, instead, it was replaced with a forlorn President Hagen. “Welcome back,” he said, his voice sounding weary and drained of energy. 
 
    “President Hagen, it’s good to hear from you,” Zach said, looking over towards Sean, “but we’re just here to resupply and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    The President nodded slowly. “I see you’ve brought some friends with you, they will need to go through screening before being allowed on the planet. I do hope that’s acceptable.” 
 
    “Perfectly,” Zach replied, watching the President closely sensing something more was on his mind, “is that all?” 
 
    Hagen shifted about in his seat, uncomfortable with what he had to say. “No… there’s more. Dignitaries from the Ioution council are here, they’ve been awaiting your return.” 
 
    Sean jumped up from his seat. “What do they want?” his voice was tinged with venom, “they were no help when we asked for it. Tell them to go home, Michael, that is unless they’re willing to discuss matters.” 
 
    “They’re not, but, they are here to offer help. They apparently have come across some information that they feel would be of assistance to us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet,” scowled Sean, “that information will have more strings than a puppet.” 
 
    Hagen let out a weak laugh, an emotion that Sean rarely saw from the man. “Either way, I’d appreciate a meeting with you and Zach.” 
 
    “We’ll be there, Sir,” said Zach, “Fortitude out.” 
 
    Not much was said about the impending meeting for the rest of the journey towards Phoenix Station. The crew prepared themselves for a brief shore leave to see their families before their next assignment. Travel bags were haphazardly thrown outside people’s quarters blocking the already narrow corridors. 
 
    Sean had spent the time with Taris, following her as she cleaned the armoury and ensured everything was in its precise spot. But, as they drew near the station, the pair made their way towards one of the observation rooms and watched the traffic buzz about the hulking construction. 
 
    From behind, Remulus appeared through the doors. She seemed lost, unsure what to do with herself. “Join us,” said Taris, waving her over. 
 
    Nodding gingerly, the Veterum approached. “Wow,” she looked on in awe, “did Humans build that?” 
 
    “We sure did,” Sean said proudly, “it’s nowhere near finished yet, but it’s a great symbol to everyone that we mean business and that we’re here to stay.” 
 
    Remulus only nodded her appreciation. But, before they could get too engrossed, a general call came over the tannoy asking for Sean and Zach to come to the hangar as their shuttle was ready. 
 
    “You’re not going on the station?” asked Remulus, “I thought we were docking there?” 
 
    “We are,” said Sean, “but I’ve been called to meet some uppity Ioution delegates with the President.” 
 
    “Ioution?” said Taris, “what do they want?” 
 
    “Who knows. What do they ever want?” 
 
    “Can I come?” asked Remulus, “I’d love to see your world, it looks amazing from up here.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” shrugged Sean, “in fact, I think you being there will cause a nice stir now I think about it, it’ll really throw them off.” 
 
    “Great,” Remulus smiled, “shall we leave?” 
 
    “What about me?” yelled Taris, “I’m coming, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The shuttle was propelled along the magnetic railing system used by all Terran ships and spat out into space off the Fortitude’s port side. The chemical thrust engines were engaged, and they soon entered Earth’s thick atmosphere. The shuttle shuddered as it punched through the air causing a curtain of hot plasma to run across the hull. The Veterum was aghast at such primitive re-entry methods and held tightly to her seat until they levelled out above the low cloud cover. 
 
    Sean and Zach sat towards the front of the ship, dressed in their formal, dark blue officer’s uniforms, while Taris and Remulus had taken a more casual approach and sat at the rear chit chatting about nothing in particular. 
 
    Soon, they skated above the low cloud cover. Remulus’ face was firmly planted against the window, watching the twinkling of the ocean they flew above. In the distance, the main landmass slowly crested the horizon. Giant wind turbines dominated the coastline like modern-day monoliths, generating energy for the nearby metropolis. Off-shore tidal plants obeyed the gentle rhythm of the waves and spread far beyond the horizon, floating like discarded giant plastic bottles. 
 
    Celesa came into view, the capital city of Earth. “Incredible,” Remulus said as its true scale became apparent. “It looks so much like home,” she said, pointing towards the massive concrete structures, “how is that even possible?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly the same,” said Sean, “but it’s similar, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    They flew high above the city, eventually slipping into one of the many new traffic lanes which intersected with conventual airliners.  
 
    It wasn’t long before they came to a stop above the spaceport and lowered down onto their landing spot, allowing the shuttle to settle its weight on the struts. The rear hatch snapped open and a set of stairs were quickly rolled over and clicked into place. 
 
    Sean and Zach rose from their seats with a fair amount of trepidation. Relations with the Ioutions were important, they both understood that but the species was difficult and gave little to no ground in negotiations, it was how they had dealt with races far less stubborn than Humanity. 
 
    A woman, dressed in white doctor’s overalls, rushed towards the shuttle with a medical bag in hand. Sean descended the stairs, watching as she squeezed past him and into the cabin. She flashed I.D as she rolled up Remulus’ sleeve without a single question and injected an orange liquid into her arm. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” yelled Sean, “get off her.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the medic said, taking the used needle before throwing it into a small, air-tight canister, “it’s to ensure she doesn’t catch any diseases on Earth, it’s a catch-all that catches… well, most.” 
 
    “You may have said something in advance,” Remulus squirmed, rubbing at the archaic injection. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got a job to do, you’ve got a job to do, we’ve all got a job to do,” she spoke quickly, rifling through her bag before sticking a ball of cotton to Remulus’ arm, “you’ll survive. We will need to do a thorough check if you stay more than forty-eight hours, though.” 
 
    Without another word, she disappeared towards another vessel. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, Rem,” said Taris, “we didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “I called for it,” said Zach, “adequate inoculation is vitally important.” 
 
    Joined by two officials, they left the compound in a heavily armoured vehicle and headed into the city. It hadn’t been long since Sean had been there, but a lot had changed. Not so much on the surface, but there looked to be an undercurrent of a stifling malaise within everyone they passed.  
 
    City streets were still blockaded with military vehicles, buildings were still destroyed, and the scorch marks of heavy plasma attacks were burnt into most surfaces.  
 
    Remulus looked away, ashamed of what her race had created and therefore instigated, she felt sorrow for all the lives lost as she saw the effects of this war on the outside galaxy. “It’s terrible,” she spoke softly, “it’s terrible what’s happened here.” 
 
    “This scene could be replicated on almost any world within the community,” said Sean, “entire families and their livelihoods have been wiped out… it’s devastating.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed, “I just… I just wish there was something I could do.” 
 
    “We’re doing what we can to stop the Xuron from pushing deeper and entirely destroying these worlds,” said Taris, “but we have to stick together, and maybe, just maybe, we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Remulus said without an ounce of conviction. 
 
    The rest of the trip was spent in a thoughtful silence as they approached the walled presidential halls. The gates opened and they made their way along the winding drive to the entrance. The team stepped out, Sean and Zach flattened their tunics to look presentable. 
 
    Inside, they were met by a military officer who guided them through the long halls to a chamber at the rear of the building. The man halted them, looking Sean’s face over closely before licking his thumb and wiping away a small mark on his cheek. 
 
    “Are you two coming in?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Taris looked at Remulus, “are we allowed?” 
 
    “It didn’t feel very important,” Zach said, “the Ioutions are always wanting to meet to discuss ‘intel’ they’ve gained. It’s always a wild goose chase or something unactionable, I wouldn’t worry.” 
 
    They stepped into the room and met a jovial Hagen. The President shuffled towards the group, shaking each of their hands before taking Remulus’. “It’s great to finally meet you,” he said, “I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “Really?” she said, looking towards Sean, “I didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “In fact,” Hagen boomed, releasing her hand, “I have never met a Veterum face to face before and I must say… your species looks strikingly similar to our own.” 
 
    The entire team took quick, nervous glances towards one another before rounding the long wooden table and taking a seat. Pitchers of water sat at the centre of the table within reaching distance, to which Sean took the jug and poured the almost frozen liquid into his glass. 
 
    Hagen couldn’t take his eyes off Remulus. He was completely fascinated by her and her species, there was an innate desire to learn more, to explore their history and culture. 
 
    “So, Michael, anything interesting happen since we’ve been gone?” asked Zach. 
 
    Hagen broke his stare, rubbing his eyes before looking towards the Captain. “Not especially. The Luna colonies have been kicking up a stink about underfunding, but what’s new?” 
 
    “Right,” Zach flashed a smile. “How’s Earth holding up?” 
 
    Michael sat back, drawing in a large breath before sighing. “Not well,” he admitted, “the attacks are increasing in frequency and force, there’s only so much we can do and the Ioutions have been little to no help, not that I blame them. No offence intended, Taris.” 
 
    “Believe me, none is taken,” she said, “I know how obstinate we can be.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope that this meeting provides something of use,” the President said, “but I don’t expect much.” 
 
    As if on cue, two Ioutions strolled through the doors, their hands clasped under their large, dangling sleeves. Their robes were black with flashes of an azure blue that gleamed in the bright overhead lights. They paused as they caught site sight of Taris. “What is she doing here?” the elder of the two asked sternly, “we were not informed about this.” 
 
    “We didn’t feel it was important or necessary,” Hagen said, “please, take a seat.” 
 
    Reluctantly the two beings rounded the table and sat at two empty seats either side of the President. There was an awkward silence as no one spoke, Sean sipped at his water, looking over the glasses’ rim at those around him. 
 
    “So,” Zachary said, cutting through the lifeless hush, “what was it you wanted to discuss?” 
 
    “Before we begin, I am High Councillor Ze’Mar and across from me is Gueas, special advisor to Ioution interests.” 
 
    Taris leant into Sean’s ear, whispering, “special advisor, he works for Ioution security, be on your toes.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you both,” Sean said, “I hope your trip was without trouble.” 
 
    “It was,” Ze’Mar replied. “But we are here today with news, or rather, information that may be of use to you.”  
 
    Sean perked up. “Oh?” he articulated, “and what would that be in relation to? The Terran navy is a busy fleet and we have many operations ongoing across the sector.” 
 
    Ze’Mar seemed frustrated. His brow furrowed as he looked over towards Sean. “I believe you know that the High Priest of the Xuron is pulling many strings behind the scenes, correct?” 
 
    “We had a suspicion,” said the President, “but we have had little to no contact with him other than Sean’s…” 
 
    “Imprisonment,” Sean interrupted. 
 
    Hagen slowly nodded, “yes, it was most unfortunate. But, do you have information relating to the High Priest?” 
 
    “We do,” Gueas spoke up, his voice raspy, his breaths laboured as if the air was too thick, “it is why we have travelled all this way to…” he looked around, scowling, “here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ll find us most accommodating when you get to know us,” Hagen bit his lip, not rising to the assault of his world and home. “But what is it exactly that you have discovered?” 
 
    The two Ioutions exchanged quick glances. Gueas sat up in his chair and looked towards Remulus, “is it safe to discuss secure information around an outsider?” 
 
    Remulus looked down at her lap, feeling personally targeted. Sean, though, spoke up. “I trust her more than almost anyone I’ve met to date out in your little community,” he spat with venom, “so yes, feel free to discuss classified information in front of her.” 
 
    “On your head be it,” Gueas glared. 
 
    There was another brief awkward silence. Sean nodded to Remulus who smiled her appreciation of the defence of her character, especially after all that had transpired between the pair.  
 
    “We have an informant who has been tracking the High Priest’s ship closely but is reluctant to share what he has gathered,” Ze’Mar said. “The information could turn the tide of the war if the High Priest were to lose control of the Xuron clans. They would become fractured and disorganised, a mere whimpering animal waiting to be destroyed.” 
 
    Everyone around the table perked up, especially Sean. He grabbed his drink, his hand shaking with excitement and nerves at the upcoming reveal.  
 
    “Go on,” said Hagen, intrigued. 
 
    “He is a stubborn man, a man whose very existence is at odds with the High Council,” Gueas said, “a once prominent figure who was expelled long ago, he harbours a certain abhorrence towards the Council and that hatred has never healed.” 
 
    Taris looked on, her mind slowly ticking over as memories came flooding back to her. 
 
    “And that’s why you can’t do this mission?” said Zach, “because he won’t speak to you?” 
 
    “In a word, yes,” said Ze’Mar. “He has never been known for his logical thought, even as a councillor he was eccentric, his ideas often falling outside the realm of possibility.” 
 
    “He was a dreamer,” Taris spoke up, “he sounds like a fascinating man.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” Gueas looked towards Ze’Mar who avoided his gaze.  
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow towards Taris, unsure why she had become so invested. She quickly brushed him off as if it were nothing.  
 
    “What do we get for doing your dirty work then?” asked Sean, “we have to put our lives at risk for what? A man you claim has knowledge of the Priest’s ship? A man, who by your own admission, will not even talk to you yet he said he had critical information to give? The story doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “Even the most stalwart man knows when something is bigger than himself,” Gueas said, “that is why we are here, after all.” 
 
    “Do you not want revenge for what they did to you?” Ze’Mar said towards Sean, “for the torture they put you through?” 
 
    Sean closed his mind, not allowing the memories of his torture at the hands of the High Priest to come flooding back. But small flashes seeped past his mental blockade. A burning hot piercing sensation bit into his skull. Black, tar-like walls that oozed. Vines that flailed about, catching him around the ankle. These were memories he had suppressed, but luckily for him, the worst didn’t surface. 
 
    “That’s unfair,” barked Taris, slamming a fist against the table, “don’t do that to him, it’s a cruel, underhanded tactic.” 
 
    “But an effective one,” Gueas said, “look at him.” 
 
    Sean’s eyes were empty, as if someplace else. His pupils had dilated to small dots and thin black veins branched out from the irises. “Ah, Lady Taris, it is nice to see you again,” he said in a stilted voice. 
 
    “… Sean?” Taris asked, getting in close, “are you alright?” 
 
    “He is fine. I see you have an interesting gathering here, do not let me interrupt.” With that, Sean collapsed back into his seat, his eyes closing. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked Taris. 
 
    “I… I dunno,” Sean said, “my mind went blank and I think I passed out, and here I am, a few seconds later.” 
 
    “We need to get you to a medic,” said Taris. 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine,” he snapped. 
 
    Taris held her hands up and sat back, but kept a watchful eye on him, she knew something was wrong, and now it was on her radar. 
 
    “But, yes,” Ze’Mar spoke, “are you interested in assisting us?” 
 
    Zach looked around the table, staring at his son’s pale skin. “We do have a Veterum escort, now,” he said, “it makes things a lot easier.” 
 
    “Plus, what we gather will be useful to everyone,” said Remulus, “I know I don’t have a say, but I vote to go.” 
 
    “My answer is to go, too,” said Taris, “there’s something about it…” 
 
    “Sean?” Ze’Mar cut Taris off. 
 
    “Yeah… let’s go.” 
 
    “Well then,” Ze’Mar said, “I’m happy you all agree. The man’s location is here.” The Ioution pulled out a small device and placed it centrally. A pale blue light grew and built a hologram of a single star system with five planets. “This is the Yeml system, and this,” he zoomed the image into an oddly multi-coloured world seen from orbit, “is Yeml-II, where he lives under the main city.” 
 
    “Yeml,” Zach said, surprised, “we know about it, there are other Terran… interests there,” he played his cards close to his chest but secretly spoke about its involvement in being the home of the Fre-Xuron relationship, which raised suspicion within the crew. 
 
    “It sounds dangerous,” said Remulus, “will we have any Ioution back up?” 
 
    “Our patrols do not extend out there yet,” Gueas answered, “you will be on your own.” 
 
    “We have to do it,” Taris said, pushing the matter, “we have to go and see if it's him.” 
 
    “If it’s who?” asked Sean. 
 
    Taris paused, biting her lip. “If it’s my dad…” 
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BEAUTY IN DIVERSITY 
 
      
 
    “So, go over this again,” said Sean, massaging his forehead, “you think this guy on this random planet, who the Ioutions just so happened to point out to us is your dad!?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Taris, keeping her cool after being asked the question for the tenth time since they left Terranus, “but it all matches. The disgraced former High Councillor, being eccentric, other… things.” 
 
    “What other things?” said Sean, “they barely said anything about him! Did you know your dad works for Ioution Intelligence?” 
 
    “I didn’t, no,” squirmed Taris, “but he might!” 
 
    “And I could be a golden retriever,” argued Sean, “but I’m not.” 
 
    The shuttle rocked as they passed through Earth’s outer atmosphere. Quickly, they made their way back towards the Fortitude which was currently docked with Phoenix station.  
 
    “What did you father do, anyway?” Remulus looked towards Taris, “if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s also fine.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” she sighed. “He was a once prominent High Councillor, he was heavily involved in overseeing the operation and funding of the navy and specific scientific research, none of which he could discuss at the time. But, he got caught making deals with gangs on Emeio and was instantly expelled from the Council. He still claims he was innocent and only traded with the gangs at the behest of his superiors. He says it was a setup, but whoever knows the whole truth?” 
 
    “Your dad knows the whole truth,” said Sean. “I’m looking forward to meeting him.” 
 
    “Me too,” replied Remulus, “is he anything like you?” 
 
    “He’s… different.” 
 
    “Different? What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Zach. 
 
    “He sees things differently than others, even experiences things differently than others. He was a difficult figure to relate to growing up, but with me being the first natural birth in our family for generations I was prized and protected like an endangered species.” 
 
    “How did that go? Knowing you were special that is,” asked Sean. 
 
    “I lashed out, obviously. I was expelled from the Institute of Science on Daeuis. My parents banished me to Bolora to grow as a person and it worked. Having to scavenge for food and materials to build my own shelter was difficult, it forced me to mature but deprived me of a natural growth. But it’s all old news, I’m sure you don’t want to hear about it.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear about it,” said Sean, “carry on.” 
 
    “I was attacked one freezing night by a vicious animal whilst out scavenging. I took shelter in a cave, but the creature followed me in. I was trapped and sure to be torn to bits. Eventually, it was gunned down by a group of Ioution soldiers who used the desolate planet for survival training. They took me back to their base, fed and clothed me, nurtured me – They quickly became family. It was then I decided to join the program and dedicate my life to the military.” 
 
    “But when I met you, you were a bounty hunter, which is still awesome by the way.” 
 
    “Well, after I learnt of the sudden death of my mother and how I wasn’t invited to the passing ceremony I just… lost it. I escaped the military and travelled between planets taking menial jobs until I met a group of people who felt I had potential. I was finally free from the stifling bureaucracy and seemingly mundane rules, something I had begun to strive for.” 
 
    “And then you joined the Mar’Ell…” laughed Sean, “what a strange progression.” 
 
    “There’s a lot more to the story,” Taris huffed, “but we’re almost home, it’ll have to wait.” 
 
    The shuttle approached the Fortitude. It skirted around its hull before gently settling down into the hangar bay. The team went their separate ways, but Remulus stayed close to Sean as he sauntered towards the bridge. 
 
    “What’s up, Rem?” he asked, “you lost?” 
 
    She looked down, almost embarrassed. “I’m not sure what my role on the ship is,” she said, “I feel useless.” 
 
    “You’re our Veterum liaison, you report back to the Imperator with your findings out here as well as coordinating with the Veterum ships in the fleet, it's important, you control the flow of information between species.” 
 
    “I just feel like I can do more,” she said, “everyone has made me feel so welcome that I want to contribute.” 
 
    “Alright, come with me, we’ll go talk to the Captain.” 
 
    The pair walked through the crowded hallways. Crewmen and women still glanced at her with a curious eye, some more lustful than the rest. She had already beaten off multiple advances since being aboard, Sean couldn’t help but laugh, feeling as if he had paved the way towards normalising Human-Alien relations.  
 
    The bridge was alive with activity. Officers darted between consoles checking supplies and ensuring all personnel were aboard. Zach leaned over the tactical officer’s shoulder, deep in conversation with the man. 
 
    “Is it online yet?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Within a day or two, Captain,” the Officer replied, “we’ve had some problems with the Veterum tech but we should be able to resolve it soon.” 
 
    “Funny,” said Sean, startling the two men, “if only we had someone on board who could solve all of our engineering problems… If only that someone was once an engineer aboard an advanced generation ship heading for another galaxy.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” asked Zach. 
 
    “Remulus here feels underutilised. We have a problem with Veterum engineering, we have a Veterum engineer looking for work, it’s a match made in heaven.” 
 
    “Is this true, Remulus?” questioned Zach, “do you have knowledge of these anti-Xuron weapons?” 
 
    “Specifically those weapons? No, I do not. But I’m sure I could have it figured out quicker than a Terran team.” 
 
    “She has a point, Captain,” interjected Sean, “give her a chance, we need all the help we can get at the moment.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” said Zach. “Remulus, report to engineering-beta, by the time you’re there I’ll have you in the system and assigned. Good luck and welcome once again to the crew.” 
 
    Remulus gave a warm, heartfelt smile. She looked at Sean, grabbing his arm before she headed towards the elevator, a move that didn’t escape a questioning look from Zach. Sean paid no attention and instead moved towards the XO’s chair. “We ready to leave?” he asked, “I’m anxious to get going, this should be a fun one.” 
 
    The Captain sat beside his son, smiling inwardly. “It should be,” he nodded. “Helm, what’s our status?” 
 
    “Sixty seconds, Captain.” 
 
    “Then yes, we are almost ready.” 
 
    At the minute’s end, a general alarm sounded across the ship. Metallic bangs came from the hull as fuel and supply lines were decoupled and the entire vessel shuddered as its vast engines came online.  
 
    “Station decoupling complete.” 
 
    “Engines charged, Captain, ready for your orders.” 
 
    “Bring us about,” Zach ordered, watching as the Fortitude turned on its axis to rotate away from the station. “Charge FTL.” 
 
    “Charging.” 
 
    “Move us away from Phoenix and be ready for slip on my command,” added Zach. 
 
    “Twenty seconds, Captain. 
 
    Sean watched his dad with a curious eye. Their relationship had started to heal, at least a little, but there was a long way to go yet, but he slowly came around to the idea of getting to know him. 
 
    “Charge ready.” 
 
    “Alright, activate FTL drives.” 
 
    With that the entire vessel dropped from normal space, entering the realm that allowed them to travel at the speeds they did. Sean sat back, smiling. He was on a new adventure to worlds unknown, at least to them, and it made him happy, this is what he had always wanted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Fortitude and her fleet dropped from slip-space with a thunderous clap. They had arrived on the edge of the Yeml system and promptly set a course for its inner sanctum, specifically, Yeml-II. 
 
    The system had been all but forgotten by almost every civilisation that could claim jurisdiction over it. It had become a melting pot of all species living side by side with little harmony, all wanting to escape their former lives by being forced underground, wanted by bounty hunters or system sheriffs. 
 
    As they made their way into the inner system, Sean noticed a distinct lack of traffic. Lumbering freighters moved between planets and small transport vessels buzzed about them, but there was little more. No military, no police, not even the dreaded planetary customs officers. If Sean hadn’t known better he would have thought it was a pirate world, escaping the clutches of direct rule. 
 
    “I can see why the Fre and Xuron chose this location to meet up,” Sean observed, “there’s nothing here.” 
 
    “True,” Zach agreed, “from what I’ve read in the Ioution databases the world is certainly unique, “I’m looking forward to seeing if it matches the descriptions.” 
 
    They trundled through the system towards Yeml-II’s only space station. They had travelled for close to a week so the ship needed to be refuelled and restocked while they went to the surface in search for their contact who would meet them at a bar ‘in the lower city,’ whatever that means thought Sean. 
 
    A priority hail suddenly silenced the bridge. “Point of origin?” asked Zach. 
 
    “Unsure, Captain,” the officer worked quickly knowing ‘unsure’ wasn’t an answer the Captain accepted. “It appears to be coming from an empty point in space above one of Yeml-II’s moons.” 
 
    “An empty point in space producing a signal?” Sean raised an eyebrow, “that’s not a thing, is it?” he looked around the room, only receiving raised shoulders as a reply. 
 
    “Some space anomalies can produce errant signals, but nothing like this, this is a direct hail request. Whatever it is, it’s trying to contact us,” said the comms officer. 
 
    “Well then, grant them an audience,” said Zach. 
 
    The font viewer flashed online, displaying a large connecting across its display. An image crackled onto the viewer but was mostly static. A man’s voice tried to piece through the interference but had little effect.  
 
    “Realign the dishes,” said Zach, “maybe it’ll boost it a touch.” 
 
    “Realigning, aye.” 
 
    Dishes across the outside of the vessel slowly rotated towards the signal. Piece by piece the picture became clearer and the man’s voice less disjointed. Sean slowly smiled as the face formed into someone they all recognised. 
 
    “Zarid!” Sean yelled, jumping from his seat, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Is this thing on?” said Zarid, loudly tapping the microphone. 
 
    “We can hear you,” replied Sean, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Hello? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “We. Can. Hear. You.” 
 
    “Honey, this thing isn’t working, I told you we shouldn’t have paid the full asking price for this junker,” he said, talking over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, so now this is my fault!?” a female voice came over the radio, “it’s always like this with you, pushing the blame onto others. Why don’t we just land, we’ve been stuck up here for days now. Oh, and by the way, you have incoming transmissions still muted from last time.” 
 
    “Oh…” Zarid pressed a button on his front console, “hey guys, how’s it going? You hear all that?” 
 
    “No, no, we didn’t hear -” Zach started. 
 
    “- We heard everything,” Sean interrupted, “that your wife?” 
 
    The Fre leaned into the microphone, “we’ll talk later about that.” 
 
    “So, what are you doing here?” asked Sean, “I thought you were gone for good.” 
 
    “I couldn’t just leave y’all, could I? There’s too much to do, too much to see.” 
 
    “There has to be something more to it than that,” said Sean, “you don’t fly your family across the sector to meet up with a Terran battleship just because you miss the scenery.” 
 
    “Well…” he trailed off, scratching the back of his head, “honestly? I feel partly responsible for what the Fre are doing, it’s disgusting, I want to help.” 
 
    Zarid’s face was full of genuine sorrow. His aged features and matured psyche didn’t hide many emotions these days. He sat alone, centrally in a cramped cockpit. Reflective silver pipes dangled behind him, wires were loose, freely exposed to the air, and the banks of consoles either side of the room towered to the low ceiling and were borderline unusable with many of their buttons missing. 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Zach, “don’t take this the wrong way, Zarid, but you have a family now and we have the Veterum aiding us, are you sure this is your fight?” 
 
    “This is my fight more than anyone’s on that ship of yours,” barked Zarid, “I’m not just going to let these Fre lowlifes help the Xuron, I want to take the fight to them, that’s why I met you here, I knew you’d eventually come here and cleanse their presence.” 
 
    Sean and Zach looked at each other, raising their eyebrows. “We… Actually didn’t come here for that… We’ve had some new intel about another operation that’s running from Yeml-II. If we can bring a stop to both, we will, but we have a new primary goal here.” 
 
    “A new primary goal,” Zarid parroted, “how can that be!? We have allied members working with the Xuron. I’ve been collecting all this proof,” he showed stacks of folders and tablets, “photos, locations, communication transcripts, everything, all for you to use.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Zach nodded, “it will be put to good use, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Sooo… Does that mean I can come back aboard?” 
 
    “There’s always a spot open for you, Zarid. What about your family? Are they coming to? I must remind you that this is a military vessel so the risks are extreme.” 
 
    The Fre slumped back into his seat. “They… won’t be joining me,” he said glumly, “it would be better for them to stay as far away from this as possible. As you said, it being a military vessel and all, it isn’t the best place to raise a family.” 
 
    “What are they doing then?” 
 
    “They will take this ship, head off to another world. I’ll join them when this is all over.” There was a sadness in his large eyes, a forlorn love for those that he was about to leave – Again. But his choices were slim, especially with how personally connected he felt towards the eradication of the Fre-Xuron relationship. 
 
    “Well, that’s settled then,” said Zach, why don’t you meet us on the surface and we will go from there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Before long they were coupled with the station and had made their way down towards the shuttle bay. The entire gang had shown up, excited to check out the new world. Sean and Zach sat near the front while a fully geared Taris sat beside Remulus, now properly geared in her snuggly fit pale blue uniform. 
 
    They were spat out from the shuttle bay by the magnetic railing system. Quickly they arced around and headed towards Yeml-II, and as it came into view each person’s mouth dropped with stunned silence. 
 
    From space, the planet was awash with large strokes of colour, like an artist had gone a little mad on an oil canvas. Greens, blues, reds, and everything in between were haphazardly splashed about the multiple continents to create the most picturesque planet Sean had ever seen. 
 
    “Why would no one want this planet?” he marvelled. 
 
    With clearance granted, they slammed through its outer atmosphere revealing the full beauty of the world below. 
 
    Mountains, almost entirely constructed from a crystallised metamorphic rock rose majestically above the clouds. Its entire surface glistened in the morning sun like a backlit diamond. Connecting two elevations was an enormous disc that sat a thousand meters above the ground. On it, an entire city constructed from the same glistening rock sprawled towards the edge of its fifty-mile circumference. 
 
    Below it was a metallic wall that connected to the ground following the curvature of the disc. Ships and shuttles came and went from massive, behemothic doors that were currently open exposing small pictures of the dark slums that were enclosed under the city. 
 
    Across the planet were fields of coloured crystals that angrily pierced out from the ground. Below them, the yellow crystal field was interwoven with a blood red dashing from other minerals, their pointed ends spiking towards the sky like broken daggers. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Taris said, “just look at it, the colours are so intense.” 
 
    The quartz refracted the light creating a kaleidoscope of movement as the shuttle slowly passed overhead. Each passenger pressed their nose hard against the portholes to get a better look. “Hey, down there, is that people mining the crystal?” 
 
    Around each field’s perimeter was a group of citizens chipping away at the unusually hard rock with laser cutters. The tools were little use and the people would have to spend days at a time slicing through the tip of the mineral to get it for trade. 
 
    “Terran shuttle, you are cleared for entrance point alpha, please fly carefully while approaching the Undercroft, accidents are common with outsiders,” landing control announced. 
 
    Slowly, they guided around to their starboard side before joining the line of traffic that ambled towards the massive doors. Grav drives were essential as the traffic came to a dead stop, obeying the alternating colours of the traffic signals.  
 
    Before long, they were sat near the front of the queue, obeying the large red signal forcing them to stop. Traffic freely flowed out from the door that towered high above them, large enough for a small destroyer to squeeze through. A wide variety of vessel designs was on display, everything from Fre, Kesken, and Jaconian passed them by, the Terran ship was truly the only alien thing on this planet. 
 
    As they passed through the massive gates, a transparent green field enveloped the entrance and bio-scanned the crew looking for active viruses and unregistered species. 
 
    The scene beyond was in stark contrast to the relative wealth of those who lived on the above disc. Zero natural light, apart from the thin strip that came in from the doors, entered the dark zone. Crystals naturally shone in the dark, proving a wide spectrum of faint glows that lit the city up like a festive tree. Houses built entirely from a crumbling, old wood, barely stood, a slight breeze able to knock them over and decimate the city’s population.  
 
    The shuttle didn’t travel far. They quickly came about to the only technologically advanced structure within the Undercroft – the port. They slowly passed over many other ships that sat on the hundreds of spindly arms that extended out from a central structure that stood from ground to roof, each with its own brightly illuminated landing pad.  
 
    With a thump, the landing struts touched down before allowing the shuttle’s weight to come to an equilibrium. The team got to their feet, each taking one of the small assortment of weapons that were stored at the rear of the vessel. “Hopefully we won’t need these,” said Sean, throwing the short carbine over his shoulder. 
 
    The rear hatch burst open, and all inside gasped… 
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RESILIENCE 
 
      
 
    Shuffling slowly towards their shuttle was a large, stout creature. Its bipedal stance was familiar, but its four arms and sheer height, well over seven or eight feet, dwarfed Sean’s comparably meagre frame. Its azure skin refracted a pearlescent luminescence that weaved between the entire spectrum of colour under its skin. But curiously, its eyes were ghostly white and didn’t move. 
 
    It verbalised with long vocal chords of a differing pitch mixed with reverberating clicks from deep within its throat. Their translator tried to decipher the language but had little luck. Sean tapped his ear before shrugging, shaking his head, “we cannot understand you,” he said slowly as if a tourist speaking to a native. 
 
    “Is this better?” it said, its voice gravelly with a hidden vibrato. 
 
    “You know Kesken?” asked Taris, “impressive.” 
 
    “We do,” it spoke slow, really slow, each word was drawn out twice as long as it needed to be, “can I help you with your luggage?” 
 
    “We actually don’t have any,” said Zach. The creature slowly lumbered about on its massive frame, turning on the spot to walk away, “but! You can help us with one thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you know where the Dellian District is?” 
 
    The being shuffle towards the guarded edge of the landing platform. It laid one of its enormous, four-fingered hands down upon a railing before pointing with the other towards a part of the town below which sat on a small hill. “There, but I do wonder why you outsiders travel there, we Qyorns avoid it, it is bad place.” 
 
    “How bad?” asked Zarid, “nothing we can’t handle, right guys? And ladies, of course,” he bowed towards Taris and Remulus. 
 
    “Many bad people take residence there, Qyorns told not to visit even at young age.” 
 
    “Well, your help is most appreciated… I didn’t catch your name,” said Zach, holding out a hand which the creature blankly stared at. 
 
    “Qyorn have no names.” 
 
    The team watched as the creature disappeared into the central structure. They gave each other a baffled glance before shrugging their shoulders, closing the shuttle and moving out. 
 
    The construction of their landing arm rattled underfoot as they walked towards the central building. Sean marvelled at the multitude of other arms above and below them, the sheer amount of activity the ‘Undercroft’ had was overwhelming. 
 
    A large cliff face sat to their right, in natural sunlight a dull lustre reflected off the craggy surface, but once shrouded in darkness its hidden beauty came to life. The metamorphic structure glowed from its hidden crystal construction, it was faint, but it let off a pale blue light that bathed the entire city below.  
 
    They stepped into the spire and came out onto a ring that ran around the hollow middle. Each level had passengers waiting on the ringed platforms for one of the pods which shot up and down on a mechanical central track. The noise the carts made was unbearable, the tracks squealed loudly deafening the entire team. 
 
    A pod shot from below and stopped at their gate. The doors hissed open and the team, plus the single Quorn, stepped aboard. Sean looked at the alien, but it didn’t seem to stare back. It held onto the small waist-height railing that ran around the elevator and paid them no attention. 
 
    “So, the Qyorn,” said Sean, trying to ignite a conversation, “are you native to this world?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    Sean scratched the back of his head at the simple answer, “it’s a lovely place, the crystals are beautiful.” 
 
    “Qyorn is blind from birth, we only experience the world through other senses. But Qyorn happy to know some outsiders think Undercroft is pretty, many have bad things to say about it.” 
 
    The team fell silent, unsure what they should ask about. “How old are you?” asked Zarid. 
 
    “Qyorn is five Yeml years.” 
 
    “This planet has an orbit of four-hundred and eighty-two days,” said Taris. 
 
    “You’re five?” asked Remulus, incredulous at the fact. 
 
    “Yes. Qyorn only live until approximately twenty Yeml years. I am no longer a juvenile but fully grown.” 
 
    “Amazing,” replied Remulus, “I would love to learn more about your people.” 
 
    “I will ask for our race’s history to be downloaded to your ship’s database,” he said as the elevator doors hissed open, “I hope you enjoy your stay.” 
 
    With that, the creature disappeared. The team stepped out into a grand reception area. Stepping forwards, they were stopped by a row of barriers that spread from one side of the wide hall to the other. Each barrier had a Fre working it, dressed in a dark black suit with brilliant white gloves. Sean approached and stood within the tall machine just before the blockade. A loud rumbling came from all around him before quickly dissipating to which the Fre woman ushered him towards her. 
 
    “Business or pleasure?” she asked. 
 
    “What… is this?” he replied, looking back at his team, “is this passport control!?” 
 
    “Galactic passes, yeah,” she said, “got yours? I’d love to see it.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know they existed until this very second! What am I going to do?” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” she said, “let the others through, you’re blocking the line.” 
 
    Sean retreated towards his team who looked at him in despair. “Did you guys know about this? What the hell is a galactic pass?” 
 
    “Beats me,” replied Taris, “I’ve never heard of it in my life.” 
 
    “Well, how do we get through, then?” asked Zach, “it doesn’t look like they’ll let us through this way, but this is the only way into the Undercroft, right?” 
 
    “You’re the Captain, figure it out,” barked a frustrated Sean. 
 
    The team spread out searching for a way through, a station master, a galactic pass salesman, anything. Sean and Taris walked along the long barrier of machines, listening to the small talk and beeping of the checked passes against the terminals. But, in the distance, they noticed an Ioution male eying them, or more specifically, Taris, up. 
 
    Waiting for his last passenger to clear security, the man waved them over. “I know you,” he said, staring at Taris, “you’re lady Taris, correct?” 
 
    “Just Taris, but yeah, that’s me.” 
 
    “Good. I was told you would have some friends with you? Where are they?” 
 
    Sean quickly gathered the rest of the crew, sensing he had found a way through. Soon, the five of them stood around the Ioution, he looked about nervously, playing with his long fingers. 
 
    “Well, we’re all here,” said Sean. “You said you knew us?” 
 
    “Well, her specifically, but yes, I was expecting you.” 
 
    The man reached under the desk, pulling out four small packets before handing them to everyone but Zarid. Sean tore the top of the envelope off and inside was a small silver card with a picture of him on it alongside a language he had never seen. 
 
    “What about me?” asked Zarid, “no love for a Fre? I should be used to it I suppose.” 
 
    “I was instructed to give these four envelopes to two Humans, a Veterum, and one Ioution, there was no mention of a Fre, I am sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all good, I’m a new, ish, arrival anyway.” 
 
    “Why don’t you wait in the shuttle, there’s rations in one of the storage lockers you can have your way with,” said Zach, “just don’t break anything.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, boss,” said Zarid, spinning on his heels, “I’ll catch y’all later.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Taris, “you’re thinking about something.” 
 
    “Well…” the official trailed off, looking around to ensure no one was listening, “have you been sent to eradicate the Furz gang? They’re tough and well-armed, so I’d watch your backs.” 
 
    “The Furz gang?” Sean said, looking back at the crew, “no, we’re not here for that, who are they?” 
 
    “They hang out at a bar in the Dellian district. They’re said to be led by a powerful man with infinite resources greater than the Undercroft has ever seen. I can’t tell you if that’s true, but they are certainly well armed.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting,” replied Taris, “maybe we’ll check it out,” she nudged Sean in the side, her eyes wide like she wanted to say more. “For now, though, I don’t suppose we can come through, can we?” 
 
    “Now you have your passes you can do whatever you please, lady Taris.” 
 
    The man took their cards before scanning them against his machine. Each was received with an accepting beep allowing them to cross the barrier of light that halted their progress before. 
 
    “Please, be careful, especially you, Human. The Undercroft is not for the faint of heart, it’s a villainous place corrupt to its very core. The inhabitants there are either the product or the dealer, and with you, a race not many have seen yet, your appearance alone would fetch good money on the black market.” 
 
    “We’ve come prepared,” he pointed to his weapon, “but thanks, I appreciate the heads up.” 
 
    With that, they headed towards the massive doors which sat at the front of the facility. People were packed in like tinned sardines within the tightening area as they were funnelled through the exit. Sean was bumped, barged, and pushed in every direction as he tried to move, tried to gain an inch of space to breathe. 
 
    Outside, a gondola pulled up to one of the many metal platforms that pierced out from the edge of the cliff the facility was built atop. Creatures pilled out in an unruly fashion, pushing their way through the waiting, expectant crowd. Sean shuffled close to the edge, not paying attention to the view, before stepping aboard. The doors slammed shut, and with a double bang on the side of the cart, it started to move.  
 
    That was when the cityscape away took Sean’s breath. Orange lights lit up the tight roads and alleyways, the dark, rundown wood of every building painted a wonderous yet gloomy picture.  Sharp crystals pierced out from every street corner and were even part of the town’s construction as they held up roofs and homes, illuminating them in their multi-spectral glow.  
 
    The gondola slowly came to a stop at ground level. The team squeezed between the flow of aliens and popped out onto the fractured concrete of the pathway that led away from the decks. 
 
    “Wow…” said Remulus, “I feel for the people that have to live here.” 
 
    Around them was a thick, stodgy mud in all directions that the broken path meandered through. They made their way along the route, marvelling at the minerals which spiked out from the mud, their glow slightly pulsating in a slow rhythm. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they reached the outskirts of the city. All around them locals shuffled about in tattered rags for clothing, their bare feet caked with the earth underfoot. It wasn’t just Qyorns, either, every race imaginable shambled about, their will to live lost through addiction and debt that inevitably led to abject poverty. 
 
    “This is horrible,” squirmed Sean, feeling as if every eye was on them, glued to their fancy clothes and high-end weaponry, the latter the only reason why they hadn’t already been jumped. 
 
    “I know,” said Taris, looking up at the dark ‘roof’ above, “how can the people up there get through their day knowing that they are literally walking over everyone down here?” 
 
    “Out of sight out of mind,” said Zach, “is it any different to back home? It’s just more… literal here, I suppose.” 
 
    They continued along the road, trying not to stare at the helpless people around them. The houses, while from the air looked like a wondrous sight, was the opposite at ground level. They were dilapidated, days away from collapsing. The putrid, humid air which swirled around the entire zone, only recycled when the gates on the giant wall opened, ate at the wooden structures like a virulent disease. 
 
    They eventually arrived at the base of a small hill the Qyorn had pointed out and climbed a set of broken white stone steps. Reaching the top revealed a sight that was a complete contrast to the relative poverty that encircled the hill. 
 
    Orange lanterns, radiating a warm light, hung from tall black poles that sat around the perimeter of a busy public square. Iridescent grey stone circled a large, central tree that blossomed radiant pink petals that were gently brushed from their holding by the light breeze that held the putrid air of their neighbours at bay.  
 
    All eyes turned to the team, this time not through jealousy or greed, but through contempt. They were outsiders and had just entered the Dellian district, a part of town that not one, but two had told them to be wary of, although following instructions and advice was never their strong suit. 
 
    “Can you feel it,” whispered Sean, unsure why he was doing so, “the air, it’s still.” 
 
    “I can feel it against my arm, it’s definitely blowing,” said Remulus. 
 
    “No, I mean… don’t worry,” he replied. 
 
    “I knew what you meant,” Taris patted him on the shoulder, “I can feel it, too.” 
 
    The people around the central square were silent and unmoving, each wondering the same thing - Why are you here. In Dellian, outsiders only brought misery and money, often both hand in hand in a destructive harmony.  
 
    The team moved away from the prying eyes and into the tight back alleys of the upper city. It wasn’t long before they were lost. Stood with hands on hips, they came to a stop at a crossroads, gazing in each of the cardinal directions trying to decide where to go next. 
 
    “Any ideas?” asked Sean. 
 
    Zach crossed his arms, looking down each alley. “What was that bar the Ioution at security mentioned?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Taris, “where that gang hangs out.” 
 
    “The Furz gang,” added Remulus. 
 
    “I suppose it’s as good a place to start as any,” said Sean, watching as a Qyorn slowly approached them, “heads up everyone.” 
 
    “You speak about the Furz?” it articulated slowly. 
 
    “Do you know where we can find them?” asked Zach directly, “we might have some business with them.” 
 
    “Newcomers no want business with Furz, avoid them.”  
 
    The Qyorn began to turn and walk away before Remulus put a hand on his shoulder. “We think a friend may be in danger there, we need to help him out.” 
 
    A look of distrust was quickly engraved into the being’s large, flabby face, its thoughts almost audible. “A friend needs help?” it shook its massive checks about, flailing a thick drool down to the ground, “I help. Follow me.” 
 
    Curiosity took over the team as they followed the behemoth of an alien. Its strides measured four or five times that of Sean’s own. They meandered past the growing wealth of the houses, taking note of the route. 
 
    Eventually, an ornate stone path replaced the soil. It ran straight until it forked off into two separate directions. Shopfronts stood a few metres back from the road, allowing mechanical carts that chugged black fumes to park outside. The same carts moved in opposite directions along the thoroughfare, their spindle wheels bouncing over the rough cobble that it was made from. 
 
    “It’s like something from an old western film,” said Sean, completely in awe at the swinging signs, the porches that were built into the front of most shops, and the cavalier attitude towards fashion. It was spoilt, though, by the neon signage that crowned each store. 
 
    “It’s a mess,” said Zach. 
 
    The lighting from the crystals and signs bathed the streets in a sickening, luminous glow as if tins of paint had been spilt from a moving car. The effect was blinding to their senses. 
 
    “What you look for is at the intersection,” said the Qyorn, “please do be careful.” With that, it slowly turned on its heels, its massive frame restricting its movement, and walked where they had come from before disappearing around a corner. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Taris, “things could get messy.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” nodded Remulus. 
 
    With that, they marched along the side of the street, following the narrow path that sat beside the road. Here, wandering eyes only quickly glanced them before dismissing their presence, outsiders armed with advanced weaponry were normal, especially in these parts. 
 
    They came to a short set of stairs that led up to the rickety wooden doors of the bar they looked for. There were no windows. Two muscular Chaek bouncers stood at the top puffing on long smoking spice sticks. They paid no attention to the misfit crew at the base of the steps, instead choosing to take heavy draws on meth tubes connected to fluid tanks on their backs. 
 
    Sean bravely stepped forwards, gulping as he did. His first step onto the stairs was met with no reaction, nor the second, but the closer he got to the creatures the more they turned their heads, their golden green skin brightly lit by the single white bulb above them. 
 
    “What do you want?” one of the creatures asked pointedly. It stood at waist height to Sean, its frame fragile and meagre compared to his own. It held its electronic device firmly between two of its three large fingers, billowing a cloud of the aromatic and addictive substance into the Human’s face. 
 
    “I’m going in for a drink,” said Sean matter-of-factly, “I hope that there won’t be any problems?” 
 
    “Problems?” said the other Chaek, “you’re the only problem here, it’s people like you who are ruining this city with your unwanted developments and land grabs.” 
 
    “Yeah!” the other spoke up, “we liked the squalor, the anonymity suited us.” 
 
    “Yeah!” his partner jabbed Sean in the stomach with a bony finger, “do you know who this bar belongs to?” 
 
    “I’m fully aware,” said Sean, growing tired of the pair, “now, if you don’t mind…” he waved up the rest of the crew. 
 
    “No funny business,” one the small creatures barked as Sean swung the doors of the bar open. 
 
    A melody of low electronic music pulsated out from the building. Its gentle bass rasped at Sean’s clothing as he fully stepped through and looked about. Metal stalls sat neatly against a chromed bar that ran along the back wall of the small room. A sporadic assortment of tables and chairs were randomly placed wherever space was available.  
 
    Behind the bar stood a tall Fre woman. She turned from the large rack of half-filled bottles and looked him over, her demonic red eyes and long, pointed ears twitching with disapproval. 
 
    “What can I get you?” she asked half-heartedly, slowly putting down the glass behind the counter before placing both hands flat on the bar, leaning forwards. 
 
    Sean scanned the room as the rest of the crew stepped in. A ragtag selection of dishevelled people sat around tables, not looking up from the liquor that muted their despair. But, a glimpse of large, piercing green eyes caught his attention. He ignored the bartender and turned to Taris.  
 
    “There,” he whispered, covertly nodding over his shoulder, “two tables back near the wall, the eyes, the height, it matches.” 
 
    She looked over his shoulder towards the robed figure. “I dunno…” said Taris, “maybe?” 
 
    “Why don’t we just go talk to them?” said Remulus. 
 
    “Well, we can’t just give away why we’re here,” added Zach, “if it’s not him then…” 
 
    “Then what?” said Sean, “they report us to the police? Is that even a thing down here?” 
 
    “Screw it, I’m going for it,” Taris strode forwards. The figure recoiled at her appearance, still hiding its face. She pushed chairs out from her path before standing tall beside the target. “Come on, out with it,” she demanded, “we’ve come a long way for this so drop the act.” 
 
    Two faded silvery hands appeared from the wide sleeves of the tattered robe. They grabbed both sides of its hood before slowly revealing his face. A thick crop of white hair washed away from his scalp down to his shoulders. Oval green eyes stared at the woman that stood over him. Taris, stunned, was unsure how to react. 
 
    “D… Dad…? Is it really you?” she whimpered, covering her mouth with a hand. 
 
    The grizzled man warmly smiled, an emotion that seemed alien to his frown carved features. “Hello, Taris, it has been a long time, has it not?” 
 
    “… Too long,” Taris choked up, lightly punching the man in his shoulder, “where have you been?” 
 
    He said nothing, instead, he stood and held out his arms, begging for his daughter to embrace him. But she did no such thing, instead, she took a step back, wiping away the wet of her eyes. “You have a lot of explaining to do,” her voice wobbled with emotion, “a lot.” 
 
    “I know I do…” he moved closer to her, “but please, there is so much I need to tell you… So much I need to make up for, just let me explain.” 
 
    “Explain what!?” she exploded, “how you abandoned your own daughter, leaving her alone and scared, or how about the council, hm? Explain how you were discharged from that position leaving mother to fend for herself while you were away who knows where and more to the point who knows with,” she slightly tilted her head and widened her eyes. 
 
    “I can explain it all!” he recognised his wife’s traits in her, “just give me a chance, please.” 
 
    “You’ve had your chance, why didn’t you ever try and contact me? There have been times when I’ve needed you… But, as usual, you weren’t around.” 
 
    His head dropped. He slumped back into his seat and let out a defeated sigh. “I cannot change what I have done, I cannot change the path I have taken in life that has led to me losing everything I once loved and cherished. But Taris, please, all I have ever done is for the betterment of Ioutions.” 
 
    “Even your shady deals on Emeio?” 
 
    “Especially those deals on Emeio,” he insisted, “I am not what you think I am.” 
 
    “A monster or a council member?” 
 
    “I…” he trailed off, “I cannot talk here. I presume you have a ship in orbit?” 
 
    Zach stepped forwards. “I am Captain Zachary Burton of the TEF Fortitude, Taris is my lead tactician, a prestigious and invaluable role aboard any Terran vessel.” 
 
    The man smiled and nodded. “You have done all I ever wanted for you, you have grown into a fine woman, so please, give me another chance, bring me aboard the Fortitude and I will explain everything.” 
 
    “Why are you so eager to leave?” Sean spoke up. 
 
    He looked around, “they are after me,” he said, reacting to every footstep. 
 
    “Who are they?” asked Zach. 
 
    “The reason you are here, the reason why anyone is here,” he said. 
 
    “Alright, come on, let’s get back to the ship and speak about it there.”  
 
    As they left Sean instantly felt something was wrong. The street was deserted and silent, the two doormen were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Moving menacingly from a darkened alley and into the watery light was a group of Fre. Something was wrong with them, their features had been corrupted, their usual mustard skin had darkened, and thick black veins ran up their necks and across their faces, pustulating under the skin. 
 
    “Terpilih…” Taris snarled. 
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    A single Fre woman stepped forwards, clapping her infected hands towards the onlooking team. “Bravo,” her voice was disjointed, almost mechanical, “we couldn’t have done it without you, so thank you, truly, we have been searching for Sha’Ra for some time now.” 
 
    Behind her were six other ‘Terpilih,’ all corrupted with Xuron DNA that had transformed their very being putting them in a state of limbo between races, they were neither Fre nor Xuron and were shunned by both, instead, they were half-breeds, embraced by none. 
 
    “Who are you?” snarled Taris. 
 
    “Me?” she moved her long robe to one side revealing holstered weapons on a custom body rig. My name is Vemel and these are my impatient crew. We’ve been on Sha’Ra’s trail for months now, turns out all we needed to do was wait.” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you what you want to know,” Sha’Ra shouted defiantly. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Vemel paced from side to side, hissing quietly with every third step, “but you have no rebirths left, old man, this is it for you, die today and you aren’t coming back.” 
 
    Taris looked around towards her father, his forlorn expression confirming everything she needed to know. 
 
    “Desciea will remain safe,” he placed himself in front of his daughter, “I’d rather end my own life than give you what you desire.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t expect you to talk now, do I?” she grinned sadistically, “we have other means of getting what we need, your participation isn’t required.” 
 
    Both squads fell silent, appraising each other’s capabilities like gunslingers before the draw. Historically, at least according to Ioution records, Terpilih were weak and unpredictable, their forms enfeebled by their dual existence, but these seemed different. They were tall, stocky, they didn’t look sickly like the others Ioutions had captured in the past, no, this was an entirely new breed bred for war, a near perfect harmony of genome splicing. 
 
    “Sean,” Remulus whispered from the side of her mouth, “if you cover me, I’ll take out the roof of that building, hopefully, it comes down on them.” 
 
    “We can’t just wreck the place, we’ll never be welcomed back,” he replied. 
 
    “Well, anyone got any other ideas?” she said in a huff. 
 
    The doors to the bar behind them suddenly burst open. The bartender stepped out, weapon in hand, and opened fire on the Fre group below. Two heavy energy bolts erupted from her double-barrelled weapon striking one of the half-breeds behind Vemel. With a bone-chilling scream, his form vaporised before their eyes, his ashes at the will of the gentle winds that blew. 
 
    “Open fire!” Vemel yelled, drawing her weapon, “try not to hit the one we need!” 
 
    The team dropped to their knees as inaccurate plasma fire tore into the bar behind them leaving smouldering black wounds as superheated gases harmlessly wisped away. Sean took aim, holding a deep breath before unleashing a single shot which ripped through the chest of one of the infected Fre below, sending him crashing back to the ground. 
 
    “Come on, you can escape through here,” the barwoman said, motioning for them to follow. 
 
    Quickly, they jumped to their feet and rushed into the now burning bar. Without pity, she pushed aside the injured patrons and pulled on one of the beer taps. A faint click was followed by a concealed door opening in the floor with steps leading down to a dark cellar. The team followed the woman through the musty room to a second door that led outside. 
 
    “Alright, you’ve got a thirty-second head start on them, get a move on,” she said, “come on! Go!” 
 
    Nodding his appreciation, Sean charged forwards and into the back alleys of the town. The rest of the team was close on his heels as they weaved through the maze of buildings heading back towards the shuttle port. A strange sensation, like a gentle buzzing, rasped across Sean’s thoughts, it was a distraction and one he couldn’t afford right now. 
 
    Searing hot plasma suddenly detonated all around them, tearing holes through buildings. They fired blindly behind them, hoping to suppress the pursuers, but the onslaught continued.  
 
    “How much further to the port?” huffed Sean between large, gulping breaths. 
 
    “Too far,” yelled Zach, “we need to do something, just running isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” said Sean, pulling a communicator from his pocket, “Zarid! Do you copy?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence followed by the unmistakable fumbling of the shuttle’s communication systems. “Ye-Yeah I’m here, what’s up” 
 
    “Come and get us, we’re under heavy fire!” 
 
    “But the pilot is down at the base! I can’t fly this thing!” 
 
    “Well then, go and get him,” yelled Taris over Sean’s shoulder, “stop wasting our time.” 
 
    “Alright, stop yelling at me, I’ll be there soon… ish.” 
 
    The communication went dead.  
 
    Ever increasing numbers of Terpilih, each at varying stages of Xuron corruption, followed them. Their small wings beat creating a violent and deafening gust of wind that assaulted the team as they ran. The wood of the buildings exploded, throwing sharp splinters into Sean’s face. He stumbled into cover behind the corner of a house, ignoring the explosions around him. 
 
    “What are you doing!” yelled Taris, grabbing onto a street light to stop her sprint. 
 
    “Go!” he shouted, aiming down his sights, “I’ll catch up with everyone in a minute.” 
 
    She stood in limbo, torn between her ever-present fight or flight instincts. The rest of the team were oblivious, they rounded a corner and headed out onto the wide main road. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said, kneeling beside the Human and drawing her weapon. 
 
    Sean looked at her and smiled, watching as she brought the pulse rifle up close to her face and aimed down its sights. Sparks of energy illuminated the apple green shading that was so often hidden under her eyes revealing her natural beauty. An odd sanguine calmness rushed down his spine, as if, just for a moment, everything was right in the world. 
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
    From behind them, one of the Terpilih had circled around and grabbed Sean by the scruff of his body armour. He was wretched backwards, sending him crashing through a wooden box before slamming against the wall of the house. 
 
    “Sean!” screamed Taris, blasting away the face of the creature. 
 
    Slowly, Sean sat up, holding the front of his head. The buzzing grew louder, more aggressive. Dissonant whispers suddenly thrashed across his mind, they grew stronger, more unbearable with every second. Sean dropped his weapon as the excruciating pain throbbed across his skull. 
 
    “Sean, what’s wrong?” Taris knelt beside him, “come on, answer me!” 
 
    The whispers grew. Voices formed in the distance, but none were decipherable, it was all a tangled mess of jumbled words that he couldn’t make sense of. The words grew louder until they completely blotted out every rational thought until a single phrase rang out cutting through the turmoil. “Go, now!” it shouted. 
 
    The sudden silence was deafening. Sean struggled to his feet, the blasting of Taris’ energy weapon shaking him back to reality. “Come on, we’ve gotta go,” he said, picking up his weapon. 
 
    The pair moved from cover and rushed out onto the street. The rest of the team had taken up a position within the central courtyard at the entrance to Dellian. Energy screamed past Sean up the road towards the entrenched Terpilih. He ducked down, running from the alleyway’s mouth towards a small stone wall before sliding to a stop, taking cover. 
 
    “How’s it going?” shouted Sean. 
 
    “We’ve activated our transponder, hopefully, Zarid will be here shortly,” yelled Zach, swapping capacitors. 
 
    Plasma blasts tore up the chaotic cobble of the road, throwing large shards of stone across the battlefield. A thin blanket of debris slowly swirled in the humid air obscuring everyone’s vision, plasma and energy rounds cast ghostly reds and greens across the cloud. 
 
    The battle was fierce, scared residents cowered behind the massive central fountain and in doorways to avoid the endless fire. Sean placed his carbine up on the lip of his cover, pressing the scope close to his eye. He lined up the perfect killing shot, only to be stopped by Xuron made sonic grenade disrupting the air in front of him then imploding it with a deafening crack. 
 
    “Dammit,” he punched the ground, “I can’t get a good shot off.” 
 
    “We just need to suppress them, nothing more,” said Remulus, “think of the objective.” 
 
    Sean looked towards Sha’Ra. He held a pistol with both hands, firing around the corner of a building. He was obviously trained with his grounded posture and strong locked arms, accounting for the weapon’s minimal recoil. He expected a councillor to be fearful of a gunfight, but he wasn’t, he was controlled, calm, he regulated his breathing and aimed with a deadly precision. 
 
    In the distance, though, a gentle rumble echoed through the city. Sean looked back towards the sound and a quick stab of optimism rushed through his body. “The cavalries arrived!” he yelled, “just hold them off a little longer.” 
 
    The shuttle drew near, its powerful engines roaring loudly above the team. A pressure wave pushed down hard against them as the chemical thrusters rotated into position. It came to a sudden stop as the grav engines took over, allowing the vessel to hover unaided. It slowly descended as incoming rounds flashed against its lightly armoured hull. Wood and debris gathered above the ship in the gravity well produced by the engines before tumbling back to the ground as it settled on its tri-landing struts. 
 
    “Come on, get aboard!” yelled Zach as the rear hatch slowly lowered. 
 
    Zarid crouched down inside the shuttle firing his pistols towards the onrushing Terpilih. The team scrambled to their feet, exposing themselves to incoming fire as they left cover and ran for the idling transport as patches of the hull began to glow red hot as it absorbed the incoming fire. 
 
    Remulus took Zarid’s outstretched hand who then pulled her into the cabin. Taris and Sha’Ra quickly joined her, each turning to fire out the ship. Sean ran across the war zone, pulling the Captain to his feet, “come on, we’ve gotta go!” 
 
    They kept their heads down, running towards the open hatch. The ground was thrown up into their face as they moved, exploding with every step as if they strode across a minefield. Then, from behind Sean, a burst of plasma sparked followed by a weak cry of pain. He turned to see Zach falling to the ground, landing face first in the dirt. 
 
    “Dad!” Sean grabbed him by his weapons harness and dragged him back towards the open hatch. “Cover me!” he yelled. Weapons fire lanced overhead as he struggled to get his father onto the shuttle. 
 
       “Here,” Taris screamed, wrenching Zach from Sean’s hands and using her superior Ioution strength to lift him inside. 
 
       Sean knelt on the closing ramp and opened up on full auto bringing down the nearest assailant as the engines powered up. He rolled inside as the door clamped shut. Incoming rounds banged harmlessly against the hull. Sean knelt beside the injured man who was going into shock and rolled him onto his front. His clothes had fused into the black charred skin of his back and blood oozed from the wound pooling in the cauterised flesh.  
 
    “Hand me the med pack, quickly!” barked Sean to which Remulus got on her toes and reached over and into one of the above racks.  
 
    He tore the pack open, allowing its contents to spill across the deck. He rifled through the mound of medicines, bottles, and equipment to find a small bag. He ripped it open, pouring the fine white powder down onto the wound. Hitting the skin, it fizzed violently and filled the cabin with a sulphurous gaging smell. Zach cried out in pain and slipped into a delirious semi-consciousness. 
 
    “It’s going to be alright, I promise,” said Sean, pressing a gel pack tightly against the wound. 
 
    “You all need to get secure back there, we’re about to take off,” yelled the pilot. 
 
    Remulus and Zarid rushed to a seat, strapping themselves in. Taris and Sean stood over Zach, watching as he writhed about in immense pain. “What do we do?” she asked. 
 
    Sean looked around the ship, remembering the medical bed that was built into the wall. “Quickly, pull that down while I lift him onto it.” 
 
    She yanked at the two flaps which dangled from the wall, from it a small bed flipped out, held up by two thick cables. Sean grabbed his dad by the armpits, like he would a dog, and struggled against his weight. Slowly, he lifted him from the floor before throwing him onto the bed, letting out a loud sigh of relief.  
 
    “Get him strapped in, we’ve GOT to go!” the nervous pilot shouted from the cockpit. 
 
    Once the tight holding was fastened around his body, Sean and Taris slumped down into seats. As they slowly left the Dellian district behind, he cast a worried eye over towards his father. He worried about his health, worried that he would blame Sean for what had happened, years of suppressed emotions surrounding their lost relationship came flooding back all at once. But he bit his lip, took in a deep breath, and remained calm. 
 
    They roared away from the desolate city, leaving behind the Terpilih and their deadly intentions. “What did they want with us?” asked Sean, “we’ve got nothing they need.” 
 
    “We don’t, no,” Taris looked towards Sha’Ra, “but I bet there’s more to this than meets the eye.” 
 
    “There always is.” 
 
    From the cockpit, a proximity warning begun to blare. “We’ve got incoming!” the pilot shouted over the alarm. 
 
    “Does this thing even have weapons!?” asked Remulus. 
 
    Sean rushed to the empty co-pilots chair and scanned the array of screens built into the control panel. Behind them, two interceptors, their hulls long and sleek, streaked across the dark sky of the Undercroft leaving a trail of luminous ions from their engines. 
 
    “Two incomings,” said Sean, “unknown configuration, but I guess they’re Fre?” 
 
    “What do they look like?” Zarid shouted from behind. 
 
    “Long, pointy, they have a low profile.” 
 
    “Could be us… Them,” he corrected himself. 
 
    From the fighters, four thin but continuous beams of energy erupted from the weapons under each wing. The experienced pilot took evasive action as the lasers lit the sky around them as they passed harmlessly by. 
 
    “We just have to get to orbit,” said Sean, “we’ll be alright then.” 
 
    “Well now you’ve gone and jinxed it,” groaned Taris. 
 
    They weaved across the ever-shadowy atmosphere of the Undercroft, accelerating towards the massive front gates. The team were thrown from side to side with the unpredictable swaying of the vessel as the pilot twisted between the streams of fire. They flew close to the curved outer wall, its solid yet cheap construction obvious from the weak patchwork of metals that it was made from. 
 
    The exit gates offered a brief respite as they came into view. Queues of traffic waited either side of giant gates, but they had no time to wait so instead, the pilot dipped the shuttle low before arcing it around to stay under the backlog of ships. The interceptors couldn’t match the nimbleness of Terran design and the thoroughness Human training.  
 
    Quickly, as they approached freedom of the Undercroft they pulled up violently pushing everyone back into their seats. Sean’s face vibrated at the forces which wreaked havoc on their plucky ship. They flew through the checkpoint unhindered, the team breathed a quick sigh of relief before Sean spoke up. 
 
    “They’re through, too!” he yelled, “they’re still heading right for us, and now they’ve got friends.” 
 
    “Call the Fortitude, get some help waiting for us when we break the atmosphere,” said Taris. 
 
    “Good idea.” Sean fiddled with the controls as he slumped the comms helmet down onto his head. “Fortitude command, this is XO Sean Maguire.” 
 
    “Shuttle seven, this is Fortitude command, have a good trip?” 
 
    “We need immediate reinforcement, we’re coming in hot and with injured!” 
 
    There was a brief silence as the man on the other end tried to comprehend what he had just said. “Has there been trouble?” 
 
    “Enough questions! Fighters, now!” With that he tore off the helmet, allowing it to drop to his side held aloft by the elastic cable. “Pilot, get us out of the atmosphere as quickly as possible, we need to shake these guys.” 
 
    Behind them, the pursuing interceptors had increased in number with heavier looking gunships joining the chase. Going vertical on full power, the azure sky began fading, gradually growing darker until it had turned completely black leaving the turbulent atmospheric flight far behind them.  
 
    The two original fighters suddenly looped back, returning to the planet as they had reached their operational ceiling. The trio left was scanned as heavy Xuron fighters with incomplete organics. On screen they looked different, their hulls had become malformed into a mutation of its original shape.  
 
    “We’ve got Xuron!” yelled Sean, “what’re they doing here?” 
 
    “Helping the Terpilih back there, probably,” Taris said, “but it’s unusual for regular Xuron to even acknowledge them, let alone help them.” 
 
    Deadly high yield bolts of glowing plasma lanced silently passed the cockpit window. “Close,” Sean whispered as he scanned his tactical display for the Fortitude’s fighters. As he watched, sixteen of their newest vessels were launched at high speed by the portside magnetic rails. The space around the massive ship was lit by the bright flames of their conventional jet engines which allowed them to accelerate away at supersonic speeds. 
 
    “The cavalries arrived!” yelled Sean, turning to the crew, “not long now until we’re…” 
 
    “XO…,” the pilot said carefully, “please, look out the front.” 
 
    Behind the Fortitude five blue specks of light pierced through the cosmos, stopping beside the battleship and expanding until five shimmering portals sat off their starboard. 
 
    “Oh… shit…” squirmed Sean. 
 
    Cephalopod limbs pushed through the gateways before the noses of five Xuron vessels slowly appeared. He watched as the engines of the Fortitude went straight to full thrust as they tried to escape from the enemy ingress point. The fighters behind them stopped their pursuit and arced away, heading towards the forming ships. 
 
    “We got contacts!” shouted Sean, “big ones.” 
 
    “Big ones?” asked Remulus, “you don’t mean to say…” 
 
    Zarid got out from his seat and looked out the front window. “Oh, crap.” 
 
    “My words exactly,” replied Sean, “we need to get back aboard the Fortitude.” 
 
    The shuttle accelerated at its maximum speed, but they were still minutes away from docking. Civilian ships in the sector quickly scattered, pulsing away in every direction away from the military ships and possible conflict. The two Veterum vessels engines ignited, spraying a vast blue cloud behind them as they did. They manoeuvred as one, coming about to surround the incoming Xuron vessels. 
 
    Then, the portals snapped shut in a blinding flash of wasted energy. Sean averted his gaze, just for a moment, but returned to see five ships. But something was wrong about them. The limbs seemed weak and moved slowly. The usual vibrant green rivers that ran deep under the fractured skin of the ships was now a thick sludge that moved in globules more than a free-flowing river. 
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” asked Sean, “they look… sick.” 
 
    Taris rose from her seat and leaned into the cockpit, letting out a surprised hmm. “That is strange, normally these deformations are destroyed at conception so to see them out here and in combat is unusual, something must be wrong.” 
 
    Sean became transfixed, almost enamoured by their appearance, he felt a connection he didn’t want. He pulled himself away from the all-enveloping thoughts and regained control, readying himself for the fight ahead. 
 
    The surrounding Terran and Veterum allies wasted no time in attacking the Xuron they had laid ambush to. Vast cannons on the Veterum vessels repeatedly spat out large rounds of a purple energy. Terrans unloaded long bolts of high-intensity energy that sparked like lighting towards the coordinated target. The Scimitars that had launched to aid Sean and his team quickly turned on towards the new threat, arming their Nightshade missiles in the process. 
 
    The Xuron destroyer that was unfortunate enough to be the target of the opening salvo quickly went down, exploding outwards in a cloud of misting green liquids and chunks of outer plating. The remaining enemy ships quickly broke away, peeling off from their ingress point to avoid the incoming fire. 
 
    Sean allowed himself a smile, they had them on the run this will be easy he thought, subconsciously rubbing his forehead to suppress a nagging headache.  
 
    Their shuttle banked about, eventually lining up with the docking ports on the battleship. They came in for a smooth landing and were greeted by panicked and overworked deckhands. “XO Maguire!” the engineer shouted, “they need you on the bridge.” 
 
    Suddenly, the realisation hit him like a brick in the face. He was now the ranking officer on the ship, and all responsibility fell on his shoulders. “R-Right,” he stammered, slowly walking away from the shuttle, “I’ll get right on that.” 
 
    He left the hangar, listening as weapons fire began to crash against their heavy outer plating sending dulled thumps across the ship. Stepping into the elevator, he collapsed back against its wall staring off into the nothingness beyond. His mind was jumbled and confused, a nervous anticipation coursed through his body. The doors opened onto the bridge, but he didn’t move. Every officer seemed to turn in unison, staring at the lifeless husk of a man. 
 
    “Captain on deck!” the acting Captain shouted, coming to a salute. 
 
    Sean pushed himself up and shuffled onto the bridge. He held his head as he moved and sat down in the Captain’s chair, the sounds of war muted and dull.  
 
    “Captain!” the voice of a man beside him pushed away the cloud of uncertainty which fought to take hold. “Captain! We need you.” 
 
    Sean’s mind rushed back to reality. “Status,” he barked loudly, standing too fast and feeling slightly nauseous. 
 
    “Four Xuron vessels, two destroyers, a cruiser, and a single carrier. One destroyer has already been destroyed, Sir.” 
 
    “A carrier!?” Sean turned, surprised, “what’s that doing all the way out here?” His question was rhetorical, so no one answered. “Bring drivers one through ten online. Spool energy towards the missiles, too, and load armour piercing warheads. Nav, bring us about on evasive pattern Beta, we need our starboard cannons facing the target right at the last minute.” 
 
    “Aye Sir,” came the chorus of replies. 
 
    Sean strode around the bridge; the space was his and he owned it. 
 
    The Fortitude’s engines kicked up a gear. A gentle rumbling vibrated the battleship’s structure as immense power was exerted upon the frame. They slowly banked. Xuron fire sped past their hull, but their aim was inaccurate and uncoordinated across their entire battle group. 
 
    “Captain, sir,” came the tactical officer, quickly spinning in his seat, “what about the anti-Xuron weapon, sir? Shall I charge it?” 
 
    Sean’s eyes widened. How did I forget about that? “Yes, bring it online, how long until it’s ready?” 
 
    “Ten minutes, sir,” the officer squirmed, “it’s been sitting cold, the capacitors are completely empty and need a charging cycle before they are efficient enough.” 
 
    “Very well, get started.” 
 
    Sean lorded over the tactical console, looking down at the map of the battlefield. The Veterum ships had formed up, focussing their attack against the remaining cruiser, its outer shell was hardened through a technique that Sean hadn’t witnessed before. 
 
    “A Xuron destroyer has entered our firing arc,” the tactical officer advised. 
 
    “Drivers one through six, fire!” ordered Sean firmly. 
 
    Six sequential booms echoed through the ship as he watched the forward display which showed their target. It seemed completely unaware that compacted rounds of incredibly dense plutonium headed towards them at staggering speeds. The slugs smashed into the Xuron ship leaving neat puncture holes that spewed gases and pulverised debris. A few seconds later explosions tore along the seams of the ship before congregating into a single, massive detonation that forced everyone watching to instinctively shield their eyes. 
 
    Every officer shot to their feet, cheering as they did. Sean allowed them a brief second of celebration before he spoke up. “There’s still three targets left, don’t get too excited just yet.” 
 
    Nervously, they sat back down.  
 
    Across space, the carrier turned towards the Veterum. Its engines ignited and pulsed a blinding white as it moved at incredible speeds, faster than any Xuron vessel Sean had seen.  
 
    The carrier quickly approached the Veterum. Slowly, they began to break apart, the tether lines holding them together to share power were decoupled and dragged behind the fleeing ships. Two of the portside limbs of the Xuron ship lashed out, landing massive hits. A dense blue shielding wrapped around the Veterum ship with the impact, flashing blue and white as it struggled against the constant pounding.  
 
    “Tactical, target the carrier! Bring us about and fire, see if we can shake them off.” 
 
    “Aye, sir! Also, three minutes until the weapon is primed and ready for use, sir.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fez winced as the tendrils which snaked under his fingernails suddenly tightened at the loss of a ship. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, they twitched fiercely as his consciousness weaved between the connected Xuron ships. 
 
    From the tangle of vines at the front of the bridge, a thick ooze seeped from the ceiling down onto them before hardening to form a translucent layer. Fez’s head violently twitched to his left and in front of everyone, a picture formed on the new layer. It showed the Fortitude, her engines burning brightly at the vicious manoeuvre they had undertaken. 
 
      “Sean,” Fez snarled, “thanks for everything.” 
 
    Motsumi looked at him with a curious eye, watching as his features flittered between emotions, she couldn’t decipher if it was the connection or his hidden feelings coming to light under the stress. 
 
    Again, his head zipped about with the movements of his thoughts. Suddenly, a long, wailing alarm blared throughout the cruiser. Motsumi shot to her feet but Fez spoke behind him without looking. “Do not worry yourself, dear Motsumi, I have merely ordered the fighters to launch, it is all part of the plan.” 
 
    She slowly slid back into her vine throne, digging her long nails into its fleshy construction. “I trust you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Captain, they’re launching fighters!” 
 
    “Respond! Send out a call for all Terran and Veterum fighters to launch.” 
 
    A call came over the ship’s tannoy followed by a blaring alarm. I didn’t take long before the first allied fighters were launched into the fray and started to form a protective barrier. The Xuron fighters seemed standoffish, they hung back, buzzing about their own ships as if they were worried about defence more than offence, a tactic quite unusual for them, Sean knew. 
 
    “Captain, the carrier is within our range, should I open fire? It’s a risky shot.” 
 
    Sean looked down at the three-dimensional projection of the battlefield trying to anticipate the carrier’s next move. He checked the angles of their firing arc and the position of the Veterum fighters knowing a single stray shot would inflict irreparable damage to their allies. “Do it!” he finally nodded towards targeting. 
 
      Four deep booms rattled the ship's plating as the projectiles closed in on the carrier. Huge, retracted cephalopod limbs sprung from the Xuron carrier like spitting cobras. They smashed through the Veterum’s ineffective shields before wrapping themselves around the entire structure. The enormous appendages ‘lifted’ the ship up and brought it about before gently placing it down at its port side, directly in the way of the projectiles that hurtled towards them. 
 
    “What the hell!” Sean yelled, “how is that even possible!?” 
 
    The shots from their mass drivers tore straight through the Veterum ship. Destruction was immediate as a blinding blue explosion erupted from the rear of the vessel where the reactor cores were housed. After averting his gaze, Sean looked on, completely stunned at the carnage of the debris field that now made up a new graveyard to be marked down in the ship’s database. 
 
    But this was significant, it was the first Veterum ship lost outside Caladrius for hundreds, if not thousands of years and it was at the hands of Terran weapons. Sean took a step back, his heart sinking as he did. “No…” he whispered alone. 
 
    The cloud of parts and debris slowly drifted away, he watched on, completely stunned at the sight. Plasma thumped against their hull rocking the entire ship, but the world around him dulled, the shouts of his officers were distant and muted. There was nothing I could do he thought, alone with a troubling, gnawing doubt. 
 
    There was something more, though, the constant buzzing was gone, replaced by a high-pitched squeal that sat at the very back of his consciousness, but the moment he took notice it grew in pitch and intensity. It squealed from ear to ear, forcing him to clutch either side of his head, trying to block out the noise. 
 
    Across the room, the comms officer sat up, surprised. “Captain, we have an incoming transmission.” 
 
    Sean looked at the man through squinted eyes whilst grinding his teeth. “Origins?” he managed to say before slumping back into the Captain’s seat. 
 
    “The Xuron carrier… Sir.” 
 
    Slowly, he looked up and around at the expectant eyes that bared down on him. The combat map on his console showed the Xuron fighters had taken up a formation around the carrier and didn’t fire back, their numbers dwindled as the Terran and Veterum ships buzzed around the behemothic structure taking them out one by one. 
 
    The hail request focussed his senses, somethings off he thought, way off. Standing, he tried to ignore the powerful scream inside his head and nodded towards the comms officer. 
 
    Instantly, the screeching stopped. “This is Executive Officer Sean Maguire of the TEF Fortitude, cease-fire and state your business.” There was a lull, a moment where everyone on the bridge looked to those beside them in confusion. “This is Sean Maguire of the Fortitude. If you do not respond within the next ten seconds we will resume hostilities.” 
 
    Sean wondered why he didn’t continue firing anyway, there was nothing stopping him, and it was unlike the Xuron to even want to cease hostilities. But something stopped him, he couldn’t quite place the feeling, but it was there, and it was powerful. 
 
    The front viewer flashed from the default grey to a perfect black. “How nice it is to talk again, Earthling.”  
 
    Earthling he thought, it… can’t be. “Are you afraid to show yourself, vermin?” asked Sean, pacing about the bridge, hands firmly clasped behind his back, “show yourself, speak to me face to face, there is no need to veil your identity, you all look the same to me, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, that is insensitive, isn’t it, Sean? That is no way to speak to an old friend.” 
 
    Sean’s neurons were in overdrive. He stopped in place, staring directly into the overhead camera. “I would never be friends with one of your kind. So, either you show yourself right this second or I open fire.” 
 
    Again, there was a moment of silence. But, on the black screen, a wash of colour formed into existence. Block by block it built a picture as the two technologies exchanged information, using alien codecs to decipher the other. Sean watched on, his heart slowly sinking as the image built to a certain blurred clarity, the best they were going to get. 
 
    “It can’t be…” he whispered to himself. 
 
    On screen, albeit faded and washed out, was a man. His silvery skin was corrupted by black veins that ran up his face and into his eyes. A layer of carapace had formed in sporadic blotches on his exposed skin and his face, now just recognisable, had a leathery, cracked texture to it. 
 
    “Fez…” he said, his voice weak. 
 
    “Surprised?” the man cackled, “it’s been a long time, has it not?” 
 
    “Wh… What have they done to you?” 
 
    Fez laughed, although it was more a strong wheeze. “What have they done to you? You, a Captain, I am almost proud of you, Sean, almost…” 
 
    “I’m not a Captain...” he trailed off, just staring at the person he used to know. “We can help you, let us come aboard and bring you home.” 
 
    “I am home,” Fez’s features distorted into something resembling anger, “for once I feel like I am part of something greater, something more, the Ioution navy never gave me that, they shafted me, stuck me on the Mar’Ell and forced me to integrate Humanity into the greater community. I am better than that.” 
 
    “But…” Sean couldn’t think of what to say, his mind was clouded and felt as if a metal sheet blocked every thought. “I miss you, we miss you…” 
 
    He scoffed. “Do not waste your energy on me, nor should you waste time on reviving the old me with your friends in the Outer Rim, I do not think they are in the position to be helping anyone.” 
 
    The wry smile on Fez’s face said everything. “How did you know we were planning that?” 
 
    The Xuron Captain sat forward in his chair. “Been having any headaches lately? Weird voices, malfunctions in your translator, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Sean put a hand on the side of his head, remembering there was an implant in his head from when Fez and the Mar’Ell crew had cloned him. “… How do you know that?” Sean’s voice was suspicious. The door to the bridge opened and a limping Zach struggled onto the bridge on crutches. 
 
    “Ah! There we are, the real Captain of this fiasco,” Fez smiled, “it is nice to finally meet you, Zachary Burton.” 
 
    Grimacing, Zach looked at the alien on screen. “How do you know my name?”  
 
    Sean offered Zach a seat, spinning it so the injured man could sit, which he gladly accepted, wincing as he lowered himself down, making sure not to lean back too far as a patch of bandages still sat over his wounded spine. 
 
    “Two people asking the same question,” Fez smiled. “Well, let me explain. That translator in your head, and not just yours, Sean, all of them, they are linked back to an Ioution mainframe on Desciea. The link isn’t malicious, it’s to monitor the state of clones, their health, that sort of thing. But I found a way to manipulate it from our Ioution friends at the quantum genome lab, so naturally, I took a special interest in the one signal I had a hand in making – yours.” 
 
    Zach looked towards Sean who avoided his intense glare, not wanting to face the reality that Fez had brought upon him. “You’re…” Zach squirmed, wincing at the pain which shot through his back. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Fez smiled. “The real Sean died on the Arrakis when the Xuron first invaded Earth, the Sean you now live with is a clone, as real as the original in every way.” 
 
    “But…” Zach trailed off, his eyes saying more than he ever could. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later,” said Sean, taking over the situation. “What do you want, then? Because I’m about ready to open fire and end this, right here, right now. You’re not the Fez I remember, you’re a mere imitation of the man I once respected and looked up to.” 
 
    Fez sat back, clasping his hands together on his lap. “I want the man you captured from Yeml, he has valuable information that I could use that would benefit us both greatly.” 
 
    “No,” Sean replied, “nothing you could ever do would benefit us both. Tactical, ready the weapon and wait for my command, target the remaining cruiser, leave this thing alive to report back on our new asset.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    The Xuron monstrosity looked over to a console on its own bridge, surprised at the build-up of power that came from the Fortitude. “You have some new toys, most impressive.” 
 
    “We do, so leave now and don’t bother contacting us again.” 
 
    Sean nodded towards the tactical officer. Power rushed through the vessel making the terminals blink offline for a split second. Then, from under the vessel, the nose of the retrofitted weapon sparked into life and glowed a bright purple. Within seconds a tight beam of particles erupted towards the cruiser. It slammed against its hardened hull, splashing in all directions. The bridge crew watched anxiously, their hearts slowly sinking as nothing happened. 
 
    “Ha!” laughed Fez, “failure seems to be becoming a habit, Human.” 
 
    But, slowly the Xuron cruiser began to glow a blinding white. The beam moved along its hull, deconstructing the very bonds which held the organic matter of the vessel together. Before long, large sections fell away, vaporised down to their base elements to be dispersed amongst the stars once more. 
 
    “It cannot be,” Fez shot to his feet, rage evident on his fractured face. 
 
    Then there was nothing. The weapon disengaged, the cruiser was gone, torn apart at levels conventional weapons could never achieve. The video screen flashed offline and the tactical officer shouted across the bridge. “They’re coming about, Sir! What are your orders?” 
 
    “Let them go,” said Sean, “let them tell the Xuron about what we have. What just happened changed the landscape of this conflict forever, no longer are we on the backfoot, defending against an enemy that never relents, no, now we have to take this opportunity.” 
 
     A raucous optimism swept the bridge, today victory was theirs. But Sean turned to his father, scared at what he saw, confused at how he felt. There was a lot to be done, a lot to be explained, and now was the time for both. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18
THE SPARK OF RESISTANCE 
 
      
 
    “The Praetorian’s shuttle is coming in for docking, Captain.” 
 
    “Very good, send an escort for him and bring him to the meeting chambers,” replied Zach. 
 
    It had been just fifteen minutes since the end of the first joint operation between Humans and Veterum, and for all but one incident it had gone smoothly. That one incident, though, had sparked a fire within the Veterum and the Praetorian had demanded to meet face to face to ‘discuss’ it. Sean knew it would be nothing more than the aloof aliens chastising them, adding that they should never have offered their assistance, but it was what it was. 
 
    Zach winced as he tried to push himself up, but his injuries were too great, he fell back into his chair, letting out a sharp gasp. Sean offered a hand which the Captain met, with the help Zach got to his feet and grabbed his crutch, holding his left side as he moved. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Sean, genuinely worried about his father. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… I’ll survive, I always do,” Zach’s eyes were locked shut as he turned around to face the elevator, “come on, we’ve got things to do.” 
 
    “I’m not looking forward to the Praetorian’s moaning,” Sean jogged ahead of his dad and called the elevator, “but Sha’Ra… That sounds interesting, there’s a lot we can learn there.” Zach nodded, barely able to speak and move at the same time. “Don’t you think you should be back in the sick bay? I can take care of this if you’re not up to it.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Zach snapped.  
 
    With no answer, Sean stepped beside the Captain and ordered the elevator down to deck six where the meeting chambers were. He watched Zach sway on his feet, only just about able to keep a stable footing. There was a sudden twang of guilt that crossed his chest, could I have done more? Should it be me? 
 
    He brushed the thoughts off, at least for the moment as the lift came to a sudden stop. The doors split apart and Remulus stepped in, her eyes wide. “Are you alright, Captain? Can I offer any assistance?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he flashed a weak smile, “thanks.” 
 
     She stood opposite the pair, eyeing them both up and down as if gauging their emotional state. With nothing more than a shrug, the wall offered her a resting place and she fell back into a lean while flicking through a datapad. 
 
    The doors opened to reveal deck six. Waiting for them was a distressed Taris and her father, Sha’Ra. “So, the Praetorium is here?” she asked, “what did we do to deserve his company? What happened out there? Why’s he here?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re about to be bent over his knee and spanked while he tells us how naughty we’ve been,” sighed Sean. 
 
    “Sounds fun,” said Taris, nudging Sean in the side with her elbow. “I brought my father down, too. There’s a lot we need to talk about, and by we, I mean me.” 
 
    “Put him in chamber four, the Praetorian is being escorted to chamber three, we’ll deal with Sha’Ra after… It’s going to be far more interesting than the drivel that we’re about to hear from the Veterum… No offence, Remulus.” 
 
    She shrugged. “None taken, the Praetorium are trained to be ruthless and cold, I can see where others would see that as being distant, I can assure you the opposite is true.” 
 
    With that, the second elevator dinged open. The Praetorium, at least seven feet tall and with the shoulder width of a house, stepped through. He lorded above the Humans but was eye to eye with the two Ioutions who stood proudly. He looked down at Sean with piercing brown eyes which stood out against his burgundy skin.  
 
    “I am Praetorium Malos, I believe we have much to discuss.” 
 
    “We do, please, come this way,” Zach hobbled to his left, clearing the corridor for the enormous creature to step past. “Taris, Sha’Ra, go and wait for us, we shouldn’t be long, the rooms are well stocked so feel free to help yourselves.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re in for a treat if you haven’t tried Human food before,” Taris said. 
 
    “How exciting, lead the way,” Sha’Ra replied. 
 
    With that, the two Ioutions disappeared into one of the many meeting rooms. Sean and Zach took in a long, deep breath and simultaneously let it out. “Let’s get this over with,” said Sean. 
 
    The massive man lowered himself into one of the only chairs that accommodated his frame but was designed with Ioutions in mind. The pair sat across the metal table from him and waited. They all exchanged looks, waiting for the other to instigate the chat, but the silence tore at Sean so he quickly spoke up. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Fortitude, Malos, I just wish the circumstances for your first visit were under better conditions.” 
 
    The Praetorium looked at Sean with unconcealed contempt. “Yes, it is a shame. What is also shameful is your targeting systems, the Caracalla would not have sustained irreparable damage if it was not for your primitive mass drivers.” He said that with such contempt, mass drivers as if the technology was below him and his species. 
 
    “The Caracalla had lost her shields, the carrier’s limbs had the ship firmly in its grasp and was ready to crush it at any moment, yet you blame our weaponry for its destruction?” Sean sat back, scoffing, “it seems like a stretch if you ask me.” 
 
    “A stretch it may be,” Zach spoke up, his voice pained, “but we still offer our sincerest apologies for what happened, however much of an accident it was, it was still our weapons that landed the final blow.” 
 
    Malos’ features softened. Remulus stood at the door, watching what happened. “Well, it is good to hear you accept responsibility…” 
 
    “We never said we accept responsibility,” interjected Zach, “just that we are sorry for what happened.” 
 
    “But it was you, Captain, who gave the order that destroyed our ship. The ultimate responsibility lies with you.” 
 
    Sean looked towards Zach who shook his head, forcing his son to allow him to accept the blame. Remulus pushed herself up from the door and stood beside the two Humans.  
 
    “It is unfair to blame the Terrans for what happened,” she said, “their aim was true, it was the Xuron who forced the Caracalla into that position. What transpired is unfortunate, but blame cannot be put on anyone, especially anyone aboard the Fortitude, who eventually drove the Xuron off.” 
 
    “With Veterum technology,” the Praetorium added. He sat back, resting his large hands out flat on the table. “We also intercepted a transmission, and most bizarrely it seemed to originate from the Xuron carrier and was received here, on your bridge. Do you care to explain that?” 
 
    Sean anxiously shuffled in his chair, remembering the vile abomination that had finally revealed itself. “This is true,” he finally said, “it’s… complicated.” 
 
    “Well, it is lucky I am a patient and intelligent man then, indulge me.” 
 
    “It will be in our report,” Zach spoke up, “it will contain more detail than can be explained right now, we both have repairs to undertake, so, why don’t we forward our final version to you as soon as possible.” 
 
    The Praetorium looked on at them with suspicion but knew when he was going to get nothing more. “Very well,” he stood, brushing down his tunic, “I expect it within the day. And Remulus, I would like to see you on our ship sometime soon, come and spend time with your own people, it will be good for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll consider it.” 
 
    With that the towering man left the room, his long strides difficult for the Terran marines to keep up with. Sean let out an exasperated breath, leaning back on the two rear legs of the chair. “Well, that was fun.” 
 
    “You can’t just go revealing everything,” snapped Zach, “there’s no reason for him to know about Fez or your… situation…” Zach went quiet as he remembered what he had learnt. 
 
    “Yeah… About that,” Sean began but was stopped by a quick hand from the Captain. 
 
    “Later, we have other business to take care of right now. Come on, let’s go see them.” 
 
    They exited the room after waiting for Malos to leave the deck. Sean walked behind his father, wondering what he was thinking. His secret was out, and apart from the initial reaction, he didn’t seem to care. It struck him as odd and not entirely normal, there was going to be an inevitable explosion about the revelation and he hoped it was sooner rather than later. 
 
    They entered the room to see Sha’Ra in the middle of eating a piece of cake, its sticky chocolate coating his long fingers. Taris stood back, watching her father with equal amounts of contempt and amazement, a half smile hidden behind her scornful features. She stood up, though, wiping the veiled grin from her face as Sean and Zach walked in. 
 
    “I’m glad you like the refreshments,” said Zach, slowly lowering himself down into a chair, grimacing as he sat. 
 
    “The palette of flavours is bountiful!” he turned on his heels, cake spraying from his lips, “this black liquid is far superior to that of mieno that I am used to.” 
 
    “That’s coffee,” said Sean, taking a seat, “take as much as you like, people on board drink it instead of water, it’s a borderline drug.” 
 
    “And a wonderful one at that,” the man cleaned his hands on a napkin before sitting beside Taris. “So,” he said. 
 
    “So,” said Sean, looking towards Taris, “this is your father?” 
 
    “I sometimes wonder...” 
 
    “It’s not exactly how I imagined meeting him but…” 
 
    She looked at him, ready to pounce and tear his throat out if he said any more about their relationship, the cocky grin on his face was unbearable, but she had to live with it, at least until tonight.  
 
    “Anyway,” Zach sat forwards, nodding for Sean to get him a coffee, which after much groaning he got for the Captain. “You seem to be a man in high demand, Sha’Ra, you must have some interesting information locked away up there.” 
 
    The man nodded slowly from behind his cup before putting it down. “Oh, yes, many things are locked away, many things many people don’t want you knowing about.” 
 
    “Such as?” asked Sean. 
 
    “You mentioned people were after you, why is that?” questioned Taris coldly, “more of your shady friends?” 
 
    Sha’Ra took a deep breath before slowly exhaling as he did. “It is about time I come clean, Taris, you deserve it after all these years.” He turned to her, his hands nervously clasped together on the table. “I was never a council member, not a real one anyway. I worked for ICO and had infiltrated the council after reports came in from our field operatives about something rather sinister going on.” 
 
    “ICO?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Ioution Covert Operations,” replied Taris, “It’s our secret service.” 
 
    “Right. My mission was to learn what I could about the goings on behind closed doors, you know how those councillors can be, always so secretive. Well, that mission turned into my actual life and after years of building trust, the mission I had been working towards landed on my desk.” 
 
    “Which was?” asked Zach. 
 
    “It’s the reason that not only the Xuron and Fre are after me, but the Ioution council are, too. There were murmurs, nothing but unsubstantiated rumours before I joined the council, about how they were using a toxin to infect small colonies near Xuron space for tests.” 
 
    “Tests?” Taris raised an eyebrow, “what kind of tests?” 
 
    “They wanted to infect the Xuron’s food chain and offered those colonies up as a sacrifice for the greater good. They wanted to poison the well, hoping that the infection spread between ships and planets, they sacrificed tens of millions of lives in this pursuit and it was kept quiet.” 
 
    “How… How is this possible?” Taris sat back, completely stunned, “they willingly sacrificed entire colonies in an attempt at ending the Xuron? What a waste of life…” 
 
    “Quite,” Sha’Ra nodded in agreement. “The trouble is, the poison not only did not do its job, but it also gave the Xuron a new weapon once it was reverse engineered from the bodies of the fallen… The Terpilih.” 
 
    “The Terpilih,” Taris said, shocked, “they’re because of us?” 
 
    “They are,” Sha’Ra sighed, “the new weapon has been effective for them, now they can infect someone, still with great difficulty, but that host now retains most of their memories and cognitive function. It is rather dangerous and high-value personnel need to be protected more than ever.” 
 
    Sean sat forwards, “these Terpilih, is there any way of changing them… You know, back?” 
 
    Taris looked at him questioningly, “why?” 
 
    “During the battle one of these Terpilih contacted us, and…” 
 
    “And what?” she looked around the room. 
 
    Sean tried to speak but couldn’t, his mouth moved but no words were forthcoming. Instead, Zach spoke for him. “Your old Captain, Fez, wasn’t it? He contacted us and spouted off about some interesting things…” 
 
    “Fez contacted you!?” she shot to her feet, “so he’s alive!?” 
 
    “Alive is a strong word…” replied Sean, an apple forming in his throat as he thought about the corrupted Captain, “he exists, but if it’s the same man that we served under, I don’t know…” 
 
    “But you saw him?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sean, looking up from the table, “and so did Zach.” 
 
    Taris slumped back, falling into her chair. “What did he have to say?” 
 
    “Well,” Zach fidgeted, grinding his teeth as he did, “now that is interesting, isn’t it, Sean.” 
 
    Taris raised an eyebrow, “what does that mean?” 
 
    Sean ignored the veiled dig. “He mentioned something about my implant and being able to mess with its frequencies or something.” 
 
    “Those headaches you’ve been getting are because of Fez!?” Taris bellowed, “how? Why? I just can’t…” 
 
    “Neither can I,” Sean was sombre, his colour had faded, and his willpower was lost. He let himself fall backwards letting out a long, dejected sigh. “We should probably get it out or disable it someway, there’s no telling what he can possibly do with it.” 
 
    “He can do that?” asked Sha’Ra, “I knew quantum genome research had accelerated recently, with good reason, but this… This is a step too far. It exposes the majority of the Ioution population to control and manipulation.” 
 
    The room went quiet as they took on board the full implications of what they had learnt. “Well…” Zach spoke up, “what now? It sounds as if the lab we were going to visit in the Outer Rim no longer exists. That leaves us with no option other than returning to Terranus Prime and awaiting orders.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Sean shot to his feet, pointing a finger at his father, “we’ve gotta be more proactive than that, there must be something we can do, someone we can contact. This war needs to end and it’s not going to get any better if we keep waiting for the threat to come to us, we need to strike, and strike hard.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” said Zach, “but doing what, exactly? We’re just two ships, we can’t attack the heart of the Xuron, we would need an entire armada for that, and that would leave hundreds of worlds without protection.” 
 
    “So that’s it then? We’ve already lost, is that what you’re saying? Why even bother trying if everything we love is just going to crumble around us and come crashing down in a heap of flames, right?” Sean scoffed, throwing his arms up in frustration. “I honestly thought you were better than that, Dad.” 
 
    Zach raised his voice. “We can’t just gallivant off to the other side of the sector on a whimsical goose chase without a plan! Do you really think the Ioutions, the Veterum, hell, even the remaining allied Fre, would even pick up the phone to us, the Terrans if we didn’t have a solid plan built around detailed and reliable intel?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Sean calmed himself, letting out his anger in a single drawn-out breath, “I just feel so useless, I want to do more, we need to do more.” 
 
    “Again, I don’t disagree, but there’s nothing we’ve got, our last lead was the quantum lab and that’s gone.” 
 
    “Erm, Captain,” Sha’Ra spoke up, “I actually do have something, lots, actually, that could be used as fuel for a join operation.” 
 
    Zach and Sean looked at each other, then at the Ioution. “And that would be?” 
 
    The man dug deep into his jacket and pulled out a small device, placing it on the table. “On this storage stick is almost everything I know from corrupt councillors to worlds most likely to be targeted by the Xuron according to the intelligence I gathered, but…” he stopped dramatically, looking around at the expectant group. “I also stumbled across a fairly new discovery regarding the High Priest’s personal hive ship.” 
 
    The room was suddenly filled with renewed energy and optimism as they looked at Sha’Ra. “What’s that?” said Sean, “the High Priest? Do you know where he is!?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but I do know where he’s going to be.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Do you have any Ioution device I can interface this with? Preferably one that is unnetworked.” 
 
    Taris shot to her feet, holding up a single finger up to them all as she left the room. The remaining trio sat in silence, but Sean shook with anticipation, his entire body tensed, and his mouth became dry. After a few minutes, she emerged from the corridor and slammed a laptop-type device down in front of him. “There,” she said. 
 
    He flicked its screen on and slid the device fully into one of its exterior I/O ports. Alien calligraphy quickly flashed across the screen followed by a display of galactic sectors with multiple flashing points interconnected by straight lines. 
 
    “This,” Sha’Ra smiled, pleased with himself, “this is the High Priest’s ships projected path based on years of intelligence.” 
 
    There were eight different points that shared a single route between them. The space between points was enormous, they all seemed to stretch from one side of Xuron territory to the other. 
 
    “And this is their projected flight path?” asked Sean, “the world they attacked me at isn’t there, though.” 
 
    “Times are different now, they have already lost a couple of hive ships in the war, and unbelievably, they do treasure them greatly, especially the High Priest’s one. Because of this it goes back and forth restocking and refuelling deep within their space acting as a pseudo figurehead to inspire the fractured clans of the race.” 
 
    “Their fractured clans?” asked Zach, “I thought the Xuron were a singular collective?” 
 
    “They can be,” nodded Sha’Ra, “but the High Priest has been instrumental in bringing together the many clans, all apart from a few, in a joint coalition of forces that have rallied against the Ioutions and the greater community. This has made them dangerous and has driven their increased hostile activity over the last five or six decades. It has been a slow process for them, but now it is almost complete, and my latest intelligence stated that the largest remaining unaligned faction was about to sign a treaty and integrate themselves.” 
 
    “So,” Sean examined the screen, “do you think it’s possible to ambush the hive ship?” 
 
    “I do, yes.” 
 
    “Do you think it will end the war?” 
 
    “End the war? Probably not, but it will force them to fracture and become less of a threat to the point where we as a community could suppress them, forcing them into hiding and to lose all their relevance and combined power.” 
 
    Sean smiled, imaging a galaxy where the Xuron were no longer a threat and everyone lived in a quasi-harmonious peace. He knew that there would always be someone trying to ruin it for everyone else through greed or desire for power, but the notion was enough to ignite a renewed optimism.  
 
    “This is something everyone could get behind,” said Sean, “every race in the community will want to end this, end the High Priest. This is the call to arms we needed, this is the rallying cry those who have become apathetic towards the entire thing needed to hear. We can do this, we can go out and finally end this.” 
 
    “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves,” said Zach matter-of-factly, “we know how obstinate everyone on Earth can be, let alone trying to convince leaders from every major race to join us in a Terran led operation to end the war only a couple of years after anyone even knew about us will be nigh-impossible. The Ioutions will think its arrogant on our part to assume we can achieve what they haven’t in centuries.” 
 
    “The Ioutions lack the ambition and creativity of the Humans,” Sha’Ra said, “admittedly, I have not interacted with your species much, but you have shown to me that you are good for us all, we need a new standard bearer, the High Council have become complacent and corrupt, fuelled only by their own political whims.” 
 
    “Right,” Zach stood, “I think we have all we need, we should set up a meeting with Hagen who can work his magic and get the leaders of every race into a single room. Once we explain the situation they will surely be on board.” 
 
    With that, everyone around the table stood, limbering their muscles. Sha’Ra shook the hands of both Sean and Zach as he exited the room with Taris, the pair deciding to spend some alone time together to work out their own situation. But, as Sean was about to leave, Zach tugged at his arm and pulled him gently back. 
 
    “I know what Fez said about you, but I need to hear it from your own mouth, are you…?” 
 
    “Yes,” sighed Sean, “I’m a clone. As he said, I died in the initial attack on Earth, I was the only body they recovered with enough cognitive function to remodel, so they made me every part as good, maybe even better, than I was before.” 
 
    “So, you remember everything, your childhood, your mum, your troubled teenage years?” 
 
    “Sadly,” he squirmed, “how I’ve treated you up to now should be evidence enough that I remember everything. Your abandonment hurts as much now as it did then, I could never let go of it and I don’t think I’ll ever be big enough to entirely forgive you, but why don’t we start afresh, learn more about each other, be in each other’s personal lives a bit more. Taris has said plenty of times she wants you over for dinner, even if it is just canteen food…” 
 
    “Ha!” Zach let out an emotional laugh. “That sounds good, it sounds really good.” Tentatively, he held out his arms for a hug. Sean hesitated, watching as he struggled against the wave of sharp pain which erupted from his wound. But he couldn’t resist, he fell into his father’s embrace and held on tightly, finally understanding this is what he had wanted all along, to be loved and wanted. 
 
    He closed his eyes, finally at peace as all the anger emotionally flowed away leaving a quiet serenity that he clutched on to tightly… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19
ACTIONS SPEAK LOUDER 
 
      
 
    A week had passed since Sha’Ra had been taken on board the Fortitude. They were en route towards a neutral space station that sat at the heart of Jaconian space, a station the Ioutions had used many times before to broker trade agreements when both parties were surreptitiously hostile towards each other.  
 
    They were an hour away from the Ouina system, a collection of planets that housed the headquarters of various trade companies from across the sector. Because of this, traffic was always intense and congestion was expected. 
 
    “So,” Zach sat beside Sean on the bridge keeping his voice low, “that implant of yours, what should we do about it?” 
 
    Sean knew this was coming and wanted to hide from the inevitable answer. “Disable it? Remove it? I’m not sure. We could possibly use it to our own advantage but I have no control over it.” 
 
       Zach looked into Sean’s eyes, not sure what he was looking for. “Can he see us now?” 
 
    Sean shuddered, “It’s awful to think about. Should we head to medical, see what the Doc has to say?” 
 
    “It’s not the worst idea.” 
 
    “It’s the only idea,” added Sean, standing. 
 
    The pair moved from the bridge and took the elevator down a desk and moved through the spotlessly clean hallways of the ship. It was jarring to see the crew working so hard polishing the chromed railings and wiping away deeply ingrained stains that had come to have their own crew designation at this point.  
 
    Sean’s heart raced. He hated anyone in a white coat, let alone one that was soon to be probing inside his brain, the thought sent sharp chills down his spine.  
 
    “We have the best of the best, Son, don’t worry too much about it. Let’s just go in there and see what he has to say.” 
 
    Sean nodded, swallowing the coconut in his throat. The doors opened to reveal a chaotic scene. Wounded still filled the beds from the attack, some sat up bandaged and recovering while others laid, unconscious and oblivious to their fate. 
 
    “Captain!” the doctor almost squealed at his presence, not expecting guests. She came to a crisp salute before ushering them over towards the console she worked at. “I took the liberty of looking through old scans of yours, Sean, after the Captain informed me of what was going on.” 
 
    “Anything good?” asked Sean tepidly. 
 
    “Well…” she huffed, “I’m not sure, that’s the crux of it. This technology is far beyond anything we have. From the weak scans I have of it, it’s nothing more than a small disc that is sat between your frontal and parietal lobes.” The two men looked on, confused. She sighed, “the top bit of your brain, up here,” she signalled from her forehead to near the back of her skull, “it’s between them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good, right?” said Sean. 
 
    “It makes it more of a challenge to extract it, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Extract?” Zach spoke up, “we can’t have him out of action for too long, we have the most important meeting in Human history in the next few hours.” 
 
    The doctor paced about the room with her arms firmly crossed. Sean and Zach watched as she mumbled to herself, seemingly calculating different variables with slight motions of her fingers. “Got it!” she turned on her heels, “what if we attach a device to Sean’s ear that sends out a low electrical pulse… That may disable the device without completely destroying it. But, I do recommend surgery if you want it fully removed.” 
 
    “You think this’ll work?” asked Sean, “what are the drawbacks?” 
 
    “Your translator won’t work,” said Zach, “you’ll have to use one of ours.” 
 
    “I’ll put it on the same circuit board as the electrical device if you prefer, there’s no use installing one into your inner ear for a one-time use,” she said. 
 
    Sean shrugged. “Fine, whatever, let’s just get it over with.” 
 
    She moved across the room and pulled out two microscale circuit boards from a draw. She fused them together and plugged them into the computer, downloading the two programs which would run in unison. 
 
    “And here we are,” she said, holding out her palm which revealed a device smaller than a dime. Sean and Zach snapped from their thirty-minute daze and slowly stood. “You put this… here,” she reached behind Sean’s ear and gently dug its four metal prongs into the thin skin. He winced as the rods dug in a few millimetres, but it felt as if four molten bolts were being pushed between his ears. 
 
    “That sucks,” he said as she stepped away. 
 
    “It does, but you’re ready now, shall I turn it on?” 
 
    Sean waved his permission. She bent around his body and flicked a small switch on the computer. Within moments a soothing electrical pulse gently crossed his skull. Its rhythmic motion was unsettling, but at the same time was oddly comforting.  
 
    “Any pain?” she asked. 
 
    “None, I can feel it though, it’s like I’ve stuck my head in a warm bath with a wave generator.” 
 
    “That’s… an odd way of putting it, but sure, if that’s what you feel then that’s what you feel.” 
 
    “So, we ready to head out?” asked Sean. 
 
    “First, we head to the bridge, let that device settle down for twenty or thirty minutes while we traverse into the system, then, who knows, we might be the only ones who actually show up,” said Zach. 
 
    “That would be tragic,” the doctor said, to which the two officers slowly looked at her. “I said nothing, ignore me,” she slowly skulked away pretending to be busy. 
 
    The pair made their way back to the bridge and took their seats. It was a tense twenty minutes as the approached the system at slip speed with last minute checks across the vessel coming into their consoles for final confirmation. 
 
    “Sixty seconds until we exit into Ouina, Captain,” the Nav officer announced across the silent bridge. 
 
    A thunderous clap roared through the ship as they slipped out into the system and sat idle a few million miles away from their meeting point.  
 
    “Helm, bring us about and set a course for the station. Comms, request docking clearance. Tactical…” Zach paused, “… Is anyone else even here?” 
 
    There was a pregnant silence as their tactical overlay slowly populated. Hundreds of ships populated the scan, their details then assimilated into the Terran databases. The system was heavily fortified, even more so than Desciea itself. Rings of fortifications and emplacements circled the travel routes while heavy defensive ships protected the vital trade lines. 
 
    Their destination sat high above the fourth planet, a barren world with an immense gravitational field due to its dense core. This density also provided a semblance of stealth as it disrupted all but the most powerful of scanners and allowed meetings such as theirs to take place without interruption. 
 
    “Sir… They’re here.” 
 
    “Who showed up?” 
 
    “All of them… Sir.” 
 
    Sean and Zach slowly looked at one another, a smile slowly spreading between them. At their destination sat the ships of the seven most powerful species in the galaxy. Jaconian warships circled the facility, their heavy frames and deadly weaponry an imposing sight.  
 
    “I can’t believe they’re actually here,” said Sean, “who actually showed?” 
 
    There was a moment as the tactical officer checked his scans then turned in his seat. “Ioutions, Jaconians, Kesken, Theran, the Fre, Chaek, and the Veterum are all docked… Sir.” 
 
    “There’s a couple missing that I had expected to come, but that’s still quite a turnout,” replied Zach, “I hope we can repay their faith with the plan we’ve drawn up.” 
 
    Sean looked at him, worried. “Are you sure it’ll work?” 
 
    “I hope so, but that’s why we’re all here, so everyone has their own say.” 
 
    During the travel to Ouina, Sean and Zach had worked on a plan to stop the High Priest’s hive ship. It involved little more than brute force with a hint of deft movement to block the ship’s escape. It wasn’t fancy, nor was it complicated, but that’s exactly how they wanted it.  
 
    They travelled across the system at a calculated pace. They were in no rush, every second they had to deliberate amongst themselves was precious. But they soon flew into the station’s protective field that enveloped an area tens of thousands of miles in diameter. The structure that floated centrally engulfed the smaller ships of the various races. It stood over three-thousand metres tall, its head mushroomed out from its long, sleek body.  
 
     Reverse thrust pushed them all back in their seats as they decelerated into a holding position beside the station. Once at a full stop, one of the many docking arms rotated around the structure’s base and folded out before attaching itself to the Fortitude’s cargo bay doors. 
 
    “You ready?” asked Zach. 
 
    “Not really,” Sean gulped. 
 
    “I thought you were meant to be some hot shot ambassador?” 
 
    “Yeah… Well, it was more a marriage of convenience than raw diplomatic skill…” 
 
    With only a disappointed shake of his head, they made their way through the calm, expectant corridors. People stopped to salute, but there was something in their demeanour, something that showed a genuine respect rather than the repetitive muscle memory it had become for everyone aboard. 
 
    Stepping into the bay, they were greeted by Taris, Remulus, and Zarid, each of whom was dressed in their best decorative gowns or suits, ready to impress.  
 
    “Well don’t you look nice,” Sean said to Taris, “you didn’t even dress up like this when we went to formal events back on Earth.” 
 
    “Being different was enough to draw eyes back on Earth,” she said, fidgeting about in her thin black robe, “it itches, I just wanna rip it off.” 
 
    “I like dressing up,” said Zarid, tugging at the lapels of his cobalt blue suit, “it makes me feel important.” 
 
    “Don’t get too used to that feeling,” laughed Sean, turning to Remulus. He stopped, eyeing up the tall woman, she had rid herself of the armour she often wore, instead, her hair was tied back into a bun allowing her emerald eyes to sparkle in the light. Her dress cut off at her ankles but was inlaid with a gold filigree that danced within the fabric. “Looking sharp, Remi.” 
 
    She smiled, only nodding in reply. 
 
    A yellow warning light flashed on above the massive door. Slowly, the two hulking pieces of metal receded back into the walls to reveal the walkway beyond. Sean stepped out, gasping at the view that sat outside the thin windows. The Theran ship they had docked next to was iridescent, its colour shifted through the entire spectrum rolling across the ship’s hull in sweeping waves. 
 
    “Look at that,” he said, “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “It’s the Theran’s answer to cloaking technology,” said Taris, stood at the window, “they looked to nature to answers and rather than cloak their ship, they often blend themselves into their backdrop. If they sat above an ocean world their ship would be blue, obviously they also suppress their signals because fights aren’t won by sight out here, but it negates a very real option to many captains, especially ones from races that aren’t as advanced.” 
 
    “Very cool,” said Zarid. 
 
    Their walk to the station was uneventful but long. Zach pulled the crank down on the entranceway door and it cracked open with a deafening hiss as the atmospheres equalised. Inside was a blinding, clinically clean white reception area. A circle of benches sat in the middle of the room, terminals sat around its perimeter and small terminals were built flat into the walls. A screen sat above the only other door, the writing indecipherable to Sean. 
 
    “What’s it say?” he asked. 
 
    “That we’re due in meeting room six in twenty minutes,” replied Taris. 
 
    “These Jaconian stations are a little…” Remulus trailed off. 
 
    “Perfect,” spat Zarid, “it’s all so artificial, nothing is this clean! Look at it all, you could eat your dinner off the floor.” 
 
    “Ew,” Taris stared at him, “maybe your dinner.” 
 
    “Stop being so picky,” he replied. 
 
    Taris waved him forwards towards the door to which he obliged and cranked it open. Outside buzzed with activity. Small cleaning bots weaved along the slippery floor of the corridors buffing and shining them as they moved. People from every race ambled past deep in discussion with only a quick uninterested glance towards the team.  
 
    The hallways were wide and brightly lit and a refreshing air drafted around their feet providing a soothing warmth to all. But, something bit at Sean’s mind. “Zarid, what do you think you’re going to do after all of this? You’ve got your family to think about now.” 
 
    Zarid stopped, obviously deep in thought. “Honestly? I dunno. This is all so much bigger than any of us to the point where I feel like I just can’t make a difference and am just stepping on everyone’s toes.” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” said Zach, “with the troubles within the Fre at the moment, having you on board sends the right message to others.” 
 
    “I guess,” he shrugged. Suddenly, he went silent, his features softening as his mood turned sombre. “I’m old, my body is starting to turn against me. Every morning my joints scream in pain as I get out of bed, I can’t run as fast, move as fast as I used to. If, and it’s a big if, I do remain to see this through to the end, this is it, my final hurrah. I dream of retiring to a nice coastal home with my family, my feet in the warm ocean as I watch the sunset on the world, safe in the knowledge that I helped create the peace the galaxy now knows.” 
 
    “And that’s something we can achieve together,” said Sean, “I won’t begrudge you if you do move on, but I’d like you to stay, at least for this one final push.” 
 
    “… We’ll see.” 
 
    With that, a well-dressed, serious looking Jaconian male rounded the corner. He stood tall, well over seven feet, his skin a vibrant turquoise and his eyes a deep almond. A strip of scales ran from his forehead across his skull and down his neck with pointed bony fins extruding from either side of his temple.  
 
    “Welcome,” he spoke in a soft, alluring tone, “you must be the Terran group. Please, follow me, I’ll escort you to your destination.” 
 
    The man moved with the smoothness of a calm ocean tide, seemingly floating on his deft movements. From what Sean had learnt the Jaconians were masters of espionage and subterfuge, they could restrict their breathing, not needing a breath for over thirty minutes and were able to manipulate their fine bones, able to contort to all but the tightest of spaces. As masters of the unseen, they were not to be trusted lightly. 
 
    They moved into a large antechamber full of the various alien delegations waiting to enter the meeting but the room fell silent when they noticed the Humans had arrived. Sean felt the weight of all the worlds they represented on his shoulders, compounded by the fact everyone seemed to look his way. 
 
    “They’ve all heard of you,” Zach leant into Sean and whispered into his ear. 
 
    “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    Zach pulled away, a look of concern obvious in his features. 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to follow me,” the Jaconian escort said, “I would like to begin proceedings.” 
 
    Inside, the lavishly adorned room was illuminated by three floating white globes. Sean and Zach were led to the head of the table while the others sat either side of them. The rest of the delegates took their allotted places with the Ioutions at the opposite end of the table. They glared aggressively at Sean making no attempt to hide their mistrust. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve made a new friend,” said Zarid, nudging him in the side,” I bet…” he stopped as the Fre representative walked in. Tattered clothes hung loosely on her meagre frame. Scraggly, unkempt hair that matched her uninterested, almost aggressive gait snaked past her shoulders. Zarid kept a close eye on her long, confident strides. She paid no one but him any attention, her eyes locked on his. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve made a new friend,” smirked Sean. 
 
    “That terrorist doesn’t deserve to be anywhere near anyone gathered here today,” Zarid couldn’t hide his contempt for the fellow Fre. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She’s a rebellion leader, sparking riots and fanning flames across the galaxy. She deals in death and unrest, pouring fuel on small uprisings to further her own agenda.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “To see the Fre rule the galaxy…” 
 
    “Well, at least she’s not delusional…” 
 
    Zarid scoffed before watching her as she sat, giving her a knowing glance that would have stopped the hearts of any regular mortal. 
 
    Before long the rest of the procession had taken their seats and settled into a light conversation with those beside them. The atmosphere was calm, calmer than Zach or Sean had ever expected with what they had proposed. But, Zach soon activated a holoprojector that sat centrally on the table, allowing it to project a formless blue beam towards the ceiling. 
 
    “A-hem,” he cleared his throat, getting the attention of the room. Every gaze slowly turned to him as if he had interrupted small talk among friends. His legs wobbled and his wound flared up with the nerves, but he held his wincing and stood proudly. “I am Zachary Burton of the TEF Fortitude and I would like to thank you all for coming today.” 
 
    There was silence in the room, a stale, deafening silence. 
 
    “For many of you, this may be your first time meeting a Human so I’m sorry that I represent your first experience.” Zach waited for the expected, almost customary chuckle, but none came. He shifted about nervously on the spot, trying to control his breathing. “As you may know, we called you all here today to discuss a proposal that has been bred from some… privileged information we have managed to obtain.” 
 
    “And what exactly would that be, Mr Burton,” the uppity Ioution representative interrupted, her accent laced with a tedium that couldn’t be faked. 
 
    “Well…” he paused, throwing words around in his mind to see what stuck. “We have come across a source of information that can confirm the whereabouts of the Xuron hive ship containing the High Priest. 
 
    Questions erupted from the table blending into an incomprehensible noise. Sean held up his hand to no avail but noticed the Fre woman was unmoved as if this was old news.  
 
    A Jaconian representative stood, hushing those around him. “I assure you, Captain, I mean you no offence when I say this, but why should we trust you?” he looked to those around him who nodded silently in agreement. “You are but a Captain, after all, how would it be that such knowledge just so happens to come into your possession without your leaders being present here to discuss it? More so, you are a Human Captain, a race that many of us have no relationships with. So, sorry, but I hope you are not wasting our valuable time and resources on this.” 
 
    “I concur,” the Ioution spoke. “To be dragged out here and forced to hear these fairy tales is an insult to everyone sat at this table.” 
 
    Zach waited for silence, keeping his growing anger internal. “I understand your apprehension, not only towards the plan but towards us. We expected it. But we do have something here, something that could end this war and push the Xuron back hundreds of years, fracturing their clans. I’m sure you can all agree that if the High Priest were to be killed the Xuron would become less of a threat?” 
 
    “Majorly so,” the Theran spoke up, “the High Priest puppeteers the entire species from afar, without him they would quickly fall apart at their weakly woven seams. Destroying the High Priest destroys the Xuron.” 
 
    “On that, I agree,” the Ioution said, “but do we all really trust a Human to tell us how to do this? How long have we protected you all at this table? Hundreds, thousands of years?” 
 
    “And what have you accomplished offensively?” the unwelcome Fre woman barked, much to the dismay of the Ioution, “you lot sit in your high thrones within high councils looking down on us all from up high. There’s only so long we can cower within our shells before we need to break free and risk it all. Nothing worth doing is easy and nothing easy is worth doing. Let’s get out there and finish this once and for all.” 
 
    The Ioution stood, shocked, but a contemplative silence swept across the room with dignitaries slowly finding themselves agreeing with the aggressive Fre. 
 
    “She has a point,” Taris spoke up. “Ioution society is too worried about maintaining balance, carefully adjusting weights on either side of a metaphorical scale while ensuring it ever so slightly leans in our favour. If we devolved more power we could have ended this war centuries ago.” 
 
    The Ioution representative slowly sat back in her chair, unsure what to say. But, the small, hairy Kesken sat forwards, its stumpy frame only just appearing above the table. “So, Human, what exactly is your plan? You have our full attention.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Zach respectfully gave the Kesken a small bow of his head. “As I said, we have a source of information that is willing to exchange the route he has regarding the High Priest’s fleet. This source is as good as it gets and can be trusted. We propose intercepting the High Priest at one of his slip exits and encircling his ship before interdicting him so he can’t escape.” 
 
    “That’s it?” the quiet Veterum diplomat spoke up, “nothing is that easy.” 
 
    “Why complicate it?” asked Zach, “the more moving parts there are the easier it is for something to go wrong. The intricate detailing of the Ioutions has done little up to this point, right? Why not smash into the Xuron head-on with our collective might, no trickery, no guile, just brute force and sheer power of will.” 
 
    Zach gave the assembled a moment to digest what he was selling. He knew it wasn’t much, but the advantage came in the information rather than the tactical prowess of the plan. A quick strike to the heart would stop the beating drums of war, and it was this fact he relied on them all realising. 
 
    “Say we do agree,” a Chaek diplomat spoke up, its golden green iridescent skin shimmering in the light, “I think we would all need to be one-hundred percent certain about where this information is coming from. A drunkard from the ports of Emeio is unlikely to be trusted with such a war effort.” 
 
    “As I said, the info is as good as it gets,” replier Zach sternly. 
 
    “Prove it,” the Ioution snapped. 
 
    Zach glanced nervously towards Taris who only gave a weak shrug. Seeing there was little progress to be made until it was resolved, he walked to the rear of the room and communicated back to the ship for Sha’Ra to join them. 
 
    It was a tense wait as the Ioution was escorted from the Fortitude to the meeting room. Daggered eyes kept Zach on his toes as he watched over the mingling dignitaries who shared idle chatter between provided hot drinks. Fifteen minutes of tense chatter passed but was broken when Sha’Ra walked into the room with two marines in tow. 
 
    “Sha’Ra!” the Ioution diplomat yelled, jumping to her feet. “How dare this traitor be allowed within these halls, he is a blight on Ioution society.” She went silent for a moment as the reason Sha’Ra was here slowly sunk in. “He is your source of information!? This cannot be. You truly have wasted all of our time.” 
 
    With that, the diplomat grabbed her things and went to leave the room, but a firm hand from Taris around the woman’s wrist pulled her back. “You’re staying,” she growled. 
 
    “Of course, the cretin’s own breed of lapdog comes to his aide.” 
 
    Taris growled, a rage burning brightly in her eyes. But Sha’Ra calmed her with a hand on her shoulder before waving for her to sit. “It is good to see you too, Astro,” Sha’Ra spoke calmly, “isn’t it curious as to why exactly you are so petrified of my presence?” Astro went to speak but bit her lip. “As I suspected, now sit down.” 
 
    The diplomat turned without question and took her seat, much to the surprise and delight of those that watched on.  
 
    “So,” Zach stifled his massive smile, “why don’t you tell the ladies, gentleman, and those in-between what you have discovered.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure,” said Sha’Ra stepped up to the table before placing a stick of glowing blue crystals into the base of the holoprojector. An image of a projected path was overlaid onto an image of the Milky Way joined by several pulsating red dots. “These red globes indicate stopping points for the High Priest’s ship, the lines its slip route. If we coordinate and ambush the ship at one of these stopping points then I feel we have a good chance of being able to land a surprise blow.” 
 
    Chatter erupted amongst those gathered, but the Veterum representative spoke up. “How is it you have this information?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” Sha’Ra smiled. “I work… worked for ICO and my time with them took me to places and people where I was able to extract what I needed. The specifics are not for this room, but needless to say, I can assure you that this is correct.” 
 
    “This, coming from a man our Ioutions friends have hunted for the last five years?” the Fre smirked, “I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse.” 
 
    “You know a lot young lady,” Sha’Ra looked in her direction, “I suppose it is to be expected from someone with your… notoriety.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s my job to know things, much like it is yours.” 
 
    “Well,” said Zach, “now’s the time. Who will join us in ending this war?” 
 
    There was a moment of indecision as those gathered looked at one another, waiting for a spark. “We stand with the Humans,” the Veterum said, standing tall. 
 
    “We also,” the Kesken added, standing on its chair. 
 
    “We too,” the Chaek and Jaconian said in unison, standing. 
 
    All stood until there was one – The Ioutions. “Astro?” said Zach, “will you be joining us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can follow unsubstantiated information gathered by this man, nor do I expect the High Council to, either,” she spoke without conviction. “It is a shame, the idea was bold, Captain, but it just will not work.” She got to her feet, but as she did the meeting room doors slammed open and a panicked Ioution raced in. He got close to Astro and whispered into her ear, with every passing second the woman’s eyes grew wider, her skin paler. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Zach. 
 
    Astro sat back in her chair, a look of total despair on her features. “It is Desciea… The Xuron are attacking…” 
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A HELPING HAND 
 
      
 
    “Desciea!?” Taris shot to her feet, “how did they manage to break through our defences?” 
 
    “They have been a constant threat with weekly raids, but this… This is a full-scale invasion. I’m sorry Captain, but we must leave,” said Astro in a panic. 
 
    Zach moved quickly to block their exit and smoothly hushed their protestations. “We want to help,” he said, “Desciea is close, if we leave now we’ll be there within hours.” 
 
    “But…” Astro said, unable to grasp what the Captain was saying, “we just said we would not help with your plan. Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Is it not what allies do?” he asked, “come together in times of need to help each other?” 
 
    Astro was taken aback, her emotions confused. “Thank you, Captain, your help is most appreciated.” 
 
    “It’s not just me,” he replied, turning to the room, “I’m sure everyone here is ready to aide in any way they can.” 
 
    “We are,” the Jaconian said, to which those around him agreed. 
 
    “See, Astro, it’s better when we all work together,” smiled Zach, playing his hand so obviously in the open. “Anyway, looks like we’ve got somewhere to be, let’s get going.” 
 
    Zach and Sean rushed through the Fortitude and burst onto the bridge barking orders towards the unaware officers. Quickly, the vessel was brought online and power surged towards the FTL engines. Bursts of light flashed on the front view screen as others slipped away from Ouina, the horizon awash with snaking wasted energy. 
 
    “So, we’re really doing this, then?” asked Sean, intently going over information on his terminal. 
 
    “We are,” Zach replied. “I meant every word I said, even if they were laced with a quite obvious agenda. We’re stronger together, we as a community and we as a family.” 
 
    Sean was unable to find the right words for a reply. Instead, he slowly nodded and turned back to his screen, watching as the slip capacitors neared their climax.  
 
    “Fifteen seconds, Captain.” 
 
    “All hands, brace for transition into slip space. We will be exiting into an active battlefield. Ensure all stations are manned and be ready for what’s to come. Godspeed,” Zach announced with a ship-wide communication. 
 
    The built charge roared through the ship as Sean watched the space around the Fortitude twist and contort on the front view screen. He knew there was a lot at stake, not only for Desciea but for everyone, a win here could convince the Ioutions to join them and end this war once and for all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They tore from slip space, a dull boom echoing through the ship announced their arrival. Consoles on the bridge flickered offline while the systems aboard realigned and stabilised. They sat on the outer edge of the Iunius system which was home to Desciea and most of the Ioution high society. They scanned the warzone that greeted them. 
 
    Between the Fortitude and the battle lines of the Xuron sat a sea of debris which provided a chilling reminder to everyone aboard what was at stake. Stations, ships military and civilian alike laid broken into tightly packed graveyards. Sean found it difficult to look at and rationalise as real, his emotions with the hundreds of thousands who had already given their lives in defence of their world and way of life.  
 
    But they weren’t here to be another statistic. 
 
    “Nav, bring us about and get to those Ioution battle lines at full speed. Tactical, load explosive charges into railguns and ensure the nightshades are on standby.” 
 
    “Aye sir,” came the dual responses. 
 
    The Ioution fleet, at least what was left of it, had retreated to a point behind their last remaining ring of heavily entrenched point defences which circled the capital planet. The Xuron sat just barely out of firing range, stalking their prey, ready to pounce at any moment.  
 
    All around the edge of the system slip ruptures formed where reinforcements rushed to the planet’s defence, but ships unfortunate enough to arrive near the Xuron forces were easily picked off.  
 
    “This is bad,” said Sean looking down at the tactical map, “they outnumber us two to one, how are we supposed to do anything against that?” 
 
    Zach looked on, deep in thought. “There has to be something, we didn’t just come here to die…”   
 
    “Sir! Incoming transmission from the Ioutions.” 
 
    “Main screen.” 
 
    A video connection flashed online. It was grainy as the feed buffered, but stood was a dishevelled Ioution dressed in a perfectly black uniform that was decorated with wildly ornate medals across both shoulders. Her face was battered and cut and behind her the bridge of the ship she served on reflected much of the same.  
 
    “Captain Zachary Burton I presume,” she spoke in a sharp tone, paying no real attention to the feed instead she typed furiously on the console that blocked off her lower half. 
 
    “I am,” Zach stood, pressing down his uniform as he did, “and you are?” 
 
    “There is no time for formal introductions, Captain. This matter does not concern your race, take your ship home and save yourself, I will not be responsible for more casualties today.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that isn’t a decision for you to make… Captain?” 
 
    “Operative Cetra of ICO’s fourth division,” she added, looking over her shoulder as a small fire erupted from a smoking console, “if you plan on staying I would like you to execute to these orders.” With that, an incoming message flashed up on Zach’s screen. Opening the file revealed a detailed battle map that was updated with every ships position, firepower, and projected trajectory. “As you can see, I have assigned you to the outskirts, do not get in our way, we have this under control.” 
 
    Zach scoffed. “Under control? We just flew past a field of what had to be easily fifty destroyed ships, no one can sustain those sorts of losses, Operative. Let us help, no doubt you’ve scanned our ship so you know we are heavily armed and ready to go.” 
 
    She hesitated. “… your arsenal is most impressive, Captain, but I am reluctant…” 
 
    “We’re helping whether you want us to or not,” Sean barked, “give us some real orders.” 
 
    Cetra gently bowed her head. “Very well, I will send over an updated chart now.” 
 
    The battle map updated and their projected path crossed behind the Ioution lines and came back around on the other side to box in the Xuron. Their plans were based on the assumption that the enemy wouldn’t move and would instead entrench themselves just outside the range of the system’s last defences. But, like many plans in times of war, that soon changed. 
 
    “Huge energy spike from the Xuron fleet, Captain!” tactical shouted, “it looks like they’re powering engines.” 
 
    “What about weapons?” asked Zach. 
 
    “Scanning… Their weapons are online and already charged. Sir, if this barrage hits the front-line head on, well, the Ioutions won’t be around here for much longer.” 
 
    “Are our drivers still loaded?” asked Sean. 
 
    Zach looked at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Go with me.” 
 
    “Yes sir, eleven through twenty are armed with explosive warheads.” 
 
    Sean used his datapad to indicate a location between the two fleets sending it to the relevant bridge officers. “Fire a broadside at my marked location in… two minutes and twenty-three seconds, our weapons should intercept them and slow them down a bit.” 
 
    Zach looked on impressed. “Where did you get that idea?” Sean didn’t answer, instead, he watched as the Xuron fleet came to life and pushed away from their static positions.  
 
    The Fortitude came about on her own axis to gain a firing solution but just as they were about to execute the plan three new slip ruptures formed behind the enemy lines. 
 
    “Xuron reinforcements, Captain!” 
 
    “Damn it,” Zach slammed a clenched fist down into his chair, “we didn’t need this.” He looked over at Sean who was unusually quiet about the new incursion. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Not sure,” he said, rubbing fingers into his temple to relieve a sudden pressure, “it feels like a thick fog just clouded my mind, it’s difficult to concentrate.” An unexpected thought managed to push its way through the malaise and punched the front of his psyche. He shot up from his seat and rushed over to the tactical console. “Those new ships, can we get a clearer picture of them?” 
 
    “Sir?” the officer asked. 
 
    “Just do it.” A pixelated image of the three new vessels appeared on screen. The quality was poor but Sean felt it in his gut, an innate connection to the largest of the ships. “Fez…” he growled. 
 
    “He’s here!?” Zach leapt from his chair before stopping, a thought obviously plaguing his mind. “… Is the device working?” 
 
    It sat around Sean’s ear like a hearing aid, he gently touched it before answering. “I think so, although I can only assume the fogginess is because of it.” 
 
    Zach slumped back, tapping his fingers against the armrest. 
 
    Sean joined his father. “It’s going to be a constant problem and I’d rather not have the doctors dig deep into my brain and pull it out.” 
 
    “Well, what do you suggest then?” asked Zach. 
 
    He crouched beside the Captain’s chair, knowing what he was about to say was ridiculous. “Let me take a small team and board Fez’s ship to destroy his equipment once and for all, who knows, while I’m there we might be able to do more.” 
 
    “Absolutely no way,” Zach roared. “Not only is the plan insane but you’ll never reach the ship, you’ll be blown out the sky within minutes.” 
 
    “I get the risks, but we could capture Fez or plant a tracker on his ship which could lead us back to the High Priest.” 
 
    Zach shook his head but remained silent while considering every possible outcome, they all ended with Sean face up on a gurney being stretchered to the morgue. But a niggling voice gnawed away at his fears, telling him that the risks were worth it. 
 
    “I just…” Zach stammered on his words, unsure how to proceed, “I just don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    The words hit Sean like a truck. He looked at his father and saw the emotion in his eyes, the absolute, unfiltered horror at the prospect of losing his only son. Sean took in a deep breath, composing himself in front of the crew. “I’ve done this before believe it or not, the hardest part will be getting there undetected, but once we’re inside we’re golden.” 
 
    “Sir! Fifteen seconds until we open fire,” interrupted tactical. 
 
    “It’s against my better judgement,” Zach knew the chances of success were low, “but, assemble your team, I’ll ensure our fighters are ready to escort you.” Sean rushed towards the door. “But, Sean,” the Captain said pointedly to which his son turned back 
 
    “Please come home, alright?” 
 
    Sean nodded slowly, knowing it was a promise that would be difficult to keep. 
 
    A deadly concoction of excitement and fear coursed through his body forcing him to constantly move around the perimeter of the elevator. A ding signalled his exit but with a single foot out the enclosed space nine sequential booms rattled through the skeleton of the ship. He couldn’t stop the coy smirk which spread across his face, thinking about the destruction that headed towards the unsuspecting Xuron brought him a moment of joy through the thinly veiled panic. 
 
    The corridors were empty and his own. He skid around corners and raced down straightaways heading towards the armoury. The polished floor forced him to come to a sliding stop to which the door slowly split open and revealed the chaotic scene beyond. Taris and a small team of troops were fully geared up and practising unholstering their sidearm and firing blanks at targets which hung from the ceiling. 
 
    “Tar!” Sean yelled through the door whilst also catching his breath, “something’s come up, I need you.” 
 
    “Oh?” she clicked on the safety and holstered her weapon, “what is it? I didn’t think we would be needed yet.” Her eyes suddenly grew large as a thought caught her mind, “are we heading down to Desciea!? I’m ready to go if we are.” 
 
    “We aren’t… B-u-u-u-t, we are heading somewhere else…” 
 
    “Somewhere else? There’s not exactly many places we can…” she stopped the second she realised where the conversation was heading, “you can’t be serious, right? We can’t board a Xuron ship!” 
 
    “It’s not any old ship, it’s Fez’s ship.” 
 
    Unconsciously she straightened her back like a threatened animal in the wild. “He’s here?” she picked up a short carbine and slammed in a new capacitor. “Didn’t we just push him back? Anyway, why are we risking going over there? There’s so much we can do from the Fortitude.” 
 
    “We want to disable the device which can interfere with my Ioution implant as well as possibly capturing Fez as well as placing a tracker which will lead us to the High Priest’s ship…” Sean paused, thinking to himself, “It sounds like a lot when I say it out loud.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. There’s no way we can do all those things, I’m sceptical about even managing one.” 
 
    “When did you become so jumpy?” Sean said, “a year ago you would have jumped at an opportunity like this.” 
 
    “I’ve… We’ve got a lot to live for now.” She walked across the room and drew near Sean. “For the first time in my life, I’ve got something to lose. You, my dad, hell, even the fleet. All I ask is that before I put this all on the line we have a solid plan in place.” 
 
    Taris’ emotional side was rare and special, Sean treasured every moment she allowed her true feelings to show. He knew she was right, they couldn’t just rush the ship and take it by force, they needed a methodical, well laid out plan to even have the slightest chance at tackling a Xuron carrier from within. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get the others and figure something out.” 
 
    Everyone eventually met in a tactical briefing room where Sean set up a holoprojector to display the estimated layout of the carrier based on sections captured above Terranus. Tubes, much like arteries, ran through every deck joining them all as a pseudo-highway for the mobile creatures to get around.  Seventeen tightly packed decks were layered on top of one another like a dense lasagne with only the bridge standing out as being remarkable. 
 
    Remulus slid a sword down into its sheath before grabbing a capacitor and thumping it into the rear of her weapon. “Seventeen decks,” she said, slowly rotating the image with a free hand. 
 
    “That’s right,” replied Sean. 
 
    “And you expect the four of us to clear seventeen decks within an hour and achieve three incredibly difficult objectives?” 
 
    “… That’s right…” he winced, shifting nervously about. 
 
    “This is impossible, Sean, even for you,” she clipped the weapon to her armour before settling back into one of the scattered seats that sat around the perfectly square table. “I appreciate you want to be proactive and stop Fez, but this is not the way to do it, surely?” 
 
    “I think it sounds great,” Zarid smiled broadly, his feet planted on the table, “it’s high-risk high reward, right?” 
 
    “Extreme, unnecessary risk for a half reward more like,” Remulus corrected, “Fez doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, leave him, it’s the High Priest we want.” 
 
    “That’s why we have the tracker,” said Sean, “he will, hopefully, lead us back to the hive ship.” 
 
    “And that’s great, but it is another risk that relies on probability rather than certainty.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Remi, what in life is certain?” 
 
    “This plan and its failure,” she said coldly.  
 
    “So, you’re just going to leave us all out to dry?” asked Sean, incredulous. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I’m willing to follow everyone here wherever I am needed, and if you need me now my life is yours.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zarid slammed his feet back onto the floor, “what she said.” 
 
    It wasn’t the overwhelming support Sean had anticipated, but he knew it had to do. He zoomed into a section on the side of the carrier. “Here is where we will breach, once through we will head towards the central computing core and disable it.” 
 
    “With explosives?” Zarid suddenly sat up. 
 
    “With explosives,” Sean nodded and smiled. “Once we destroy that we exfiltrate and slap a tracker onto the side before re-joining the Fortitude. It’s simple, really.” 
 
    “That seems to be a theme between you and your father,” added Taris. 
 
    “Why complicate it?” Sean shrugged. “So, does that sound alright to everyone? Things probably will change, this is only a predicted layout, expect it to be slightly different upon arrival.” 
 
    “So, we’re not going after Fez?” asked Taris. 
 
    “Remulus is right. I only wanted to capture him because I feel betrayed, chasing some misguided hope that we could save him. Fez is gone, whoever… whatever this abomination has become isn’t the man we used to know, there’s no saving him now.” 
 
    With only a nod, Taris picked up her weapon, “let’s get this done.” 
 
    The squad arrived in the huge bustling hanger bay and was met by the mission coordinator. “Your transport is ready on pad sixteen. You’ll be under the wing of Commander Anderson so listen to what she has to say, got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” replied Sean. 
 
    “Good. Come on then, get a move on.” 
 
    All around them pilots went about their pre-flight checks whilst harassing overworked armourers to load extra ammunition. Sean approached the boxy transport assigned to them, its modified engines idling on pre-burn. “This is massive, far too big for us four,” said Sean, “couldn’t we get something a bit smaller? You know… one that’s less likely to be hit…” 
 
    “Well…” Taris said, “we’re going to be joined by… Here they are now.” 
 
    Sean looked down the narrow staircase as eight fully armoured marines started their ascent. Nanotube combat armour coloured in a non-reflective matte black protected their huge frames. Glass tubes ran through the assault rifles strapped to their chest which housed an undulating super-heated plasma and all of this was linked by the transparent eyepieces they wore which provided tactical support and an interactive HUD. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us,” said Sean sarcastically. 
 
    “We’re here under Commander Taris’ orders, Sir,” one of the marines barked.  
 
    “Excellent, get seated and stow away your gear, it’s going to be a bumpy ride,” she said. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the marines snapped their heels together and funnelled up the lowered ramp before pushing their bags full of gear deep into air-tight bins. 
 
    “You’ve got them trained well,” Remulus said, “it’s impressive, it reminds me of soldiers back on Caladrius.” 
 
    “Yeah,” added Zarid, “when are ‘ya gonna have Sean trained like that?”  
 
    “No one can own this,” Sean pushed out backside pursed his lips seductively. 
 
    “Sean…” Taris said pointedly. 
 
    “Y-Yes Lady Taris,” he squirmed before rushing up the ramp with a hidden smile. 
 
    Two long rows of seats sat either side of the cylindrical interior which seated exactly twelve. Up front, the cockpit had two seats for pilot co-pilot which were surrounded by banks of terminals and two delicate flight sticks which pierced out from the consoles. Sean walked past the marines which took their seats and sat near the front cabin’s doorway and watched as the pilot played with the controls. It wasn’t long before the other took their seats and strapped it. 
 
    With a loud thump, the rear ramp slammed shut. Within seconds a clamp tightened around the roof of the ship and everyone’s stomach shot into their mouths as the entire craft was jolted up and joined the Scimitars along the complex rails which guided the vessels to their launch tubes. 
 
    “So, are you ready?” Sean asked Taris. 
 
    “This is the prelude to the final chapter of this war, of course I’m ready. Within the year the Xuron will have become nothing more than a nuisance like rats on the streets of Earth. It’s a day I very much look forward to.” 
 
    A bang and four heavy clicks signalled that they were attached to the ejection rails and sat ready for take-off. Energy suddenly surged towards the outside engines, their building whirr echoing through the walls. “Right… This is it, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to go kick some Xuron butt,” said Sean. 
 
    The doors of the launch tube slowly receded back into the walls revealing the starlit skyscape beyond. A robotic female voice echoed from the cockpit, slowly and methodically counting down from ten. As it reached two, Sean closed his eyes and bit his lip, waiting for what came next. 
 
    Then, with a chest-thumping rumble, they were ejected out into space along the magnetic rails and held position off the port side of the Fortitude. 
 
    This was it, the move that could change everything, it’s magnitude and importance lost on no one. With a smile, Sean held on tight to his weapon and allowed himself to become one with the serene rumbling of the engines. It was the calm before the inevitable storm. 
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THE UGLY TRUTH 
 
      
 
    Bright bursts of energy erupted all around them. Scimitars, launched from the Fortitude, ignited their engines and sped away from the Terran flagship. The shuttle accelerated hard, pushing everyone into their seats as it struggled to maintain position behind the fighter cover. 
 
    The swarm of ships, over a hundred strong, flew in a loose formation towards Fez’s carrier which sat at the rear of Xuron battle lines. The Fortitude came about, manoeuvring on a course for the for the enemy fleet which now powered towards the entrenched Ioution lines. The seven warships of the allied races sat snugly around the Terran warship which was quite obviously the leader. 
 
    It was a tense few moments aboard the shuttle. Eyes were fixated on the small screen which sat in the upper corner of the passenger bay. It displayed the tactical overview from the Fortitude which showed the dance of movement that every ship took to get into position. 
 
    “It’s almost beautiful,” said Sean, “the scale of coordination and preparation, people can work together, however different their morals and ideologies are.” 
 
    “Don’t get soppy on me now,” said Taris, “plus, where did you learn those big words? Have you been reading!?” 
 
    Sean scoffed. “Don’t be stupid… I heard them on T.V.” 
 
    “That makes more sense,” nodded Taris. 
 
    Then, just as Sean was about to reply, the distant sky was lit up with bursting bolts of plasma and twisting beams of energy that both lashed across the narrowing strait between the two fleets. Energy crashed into the front lines of the Xuron, tearing away chunks of their carapace, revealing their fleshy underbellies while plasma simultaneously splashed off the Ioution hulls, eating away at the metals which they were constructed from.  
 
    Sean was thrown to his left as the pilot violently pitched the shuttle about, avoiding the incoming anti-air fire which came their way. Out the small portholes which lined the craft were the images of fighters popping like miniature fireworks as they were torn apart by stray plasma fire. He gripped on to the overhead railings and closed his eyes whilst he awaited the inevitable. His dark world sloshed about, a panicked queasiness rose from his stomach and moisture slowly built in his mouth.  
 
    Around them, nightshade missiles dropped from Scimitars, waiting in place for the briefest of moments before their noses sparked to life, emitting a radiant azure blue. The phantom sounds of their signature screech played through Sean’s mind as they raced away at incredible speeds. He squeezed his face up against the windows and watched as they twisted and turned through space to avoid the Xuron point defences. Some exploded, intercepted long before they reached the enemy, but others reached their targets and detonated in a blinding white flash. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming fighters,” the pilot looked into the cabin, “buckle up ladies and gents.” 
 
    “We’ve got our escorts flying alongside us, how bad can it be?” Sean fiddled with his restraint lock. 
 
    “Bad,” he replied, “they’re over three-hundred strong, we’re outnumbered three to one!” 
 
    “Yeah, alright, that’s pretty bad. What can we do?” 
 
    “Are you religious, Mr Maguire?” the pilot looked him dead in the eyes. 
 
    “… Not particularly, why?” 
 
    “Well, you better start praying right now and hope for salvation, ‘cause this is going to be one ride that we might not be coming back from.” 
 
    Sean sat back, a look of fear pinched his features. Is this it? He wondered, alone with his own thoughts, I’m not ready to die yet, there’s still so much to do, so much to see. He looked towards Taris who gripped tightly to the overhead railing and clenched her teeth. There was a certain serenity he felt when he was with her, a wholeness he had never properly experienced in his life and there was still one thing he wanted from their relationship, one thing he had wanted to ask for months.  
 
    “Taris…” he struggled to push back the thoughts of his own demise. She looked over at him and her features suddenly softened at seeing his personal pain. 
 
    “Yeah?” she said sombrely. 
 
    “Would you…” 
 
    “We’ve got incoming friendlies!” the pilot yelled, saving Sean’s blushes. 
 
    Interceptors began launching from the allied ships and accelerating on full thrust to assist the Terran battle group. But, approaching at speed was a sea of Xuron which swept towards them like an executioner’s axe.  
 
    “Get ready for some action, they’re nearly on top of us,” the pilot shouted. “Break!” the shuttle flipped onto its side as a long Xuron missile raced by like an attacking shark. Sean saw the reinforcements were near, near enough for the Xuron to take notice of them, potentially avoiding the shuttle. 
 
    But it wasn’t to be. 
 
    A crunching boom thundered from the top of their ship hurling him forwards, only the seat harness saving him from injury. A warning alarm from the cockpit suddenly cut through the chaos and a telling blood red bathed the entire compartment.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” yelled Sean over the squealing alarm. 
 
    “A chunk of debris slammed into us, I’m compensating for the damage now!” shouted the pilot in a panic as he fought to get the shuddering ship under control. 
 
    A high-pitched whistling caught Sean attention. “What’s making that noise?” he looked back over the head of his seat, “anyone?” All he got were worried shakes of the head as everyone looked around them for the source. 
 
    “XO! Up there!” a marine pointed towards a micro-fracture that had spread across a hull panel.  
 
    “I’ve got it, don’t worry,” said Sean, leaning over to a red box of tools. He stretched hard, extending his arm towards the rack which sat mere inches beyond the length of his reach. He shook his head and unfastened his belts. Standing, he fell to one side and grabbed onto the handrails as the pilot threw them to starboard. “Keep her steady!” he yelled, “we’ve got a leak back here, I’m fixing it.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best!” 
 
    Slowly, Sean grabbed one hand after the other onto the railings and made his way towards the secured tools. He pulled himself along it, compensating for every minute movement the pilot was forced to make either avoiding debris or incoming fire. His hand gripped tightly around the handle and he yanked at it, trying to dislodge it from its holdings. It was stubborn and didn’t move and merely jostled about within the four clamps which held it in place. Then, remembering his training, he pressed down on the lid of the box before pulling the entire thing out as the clamps released with the downward pressure. 
 
    “It was like watching a monkey trying to get into a coconut,” Zarid laughed, “wait, you’re all descended from monkeys, right?” that only made him laugh harder. 
 
    Sean pulled himself towards the fracture. The nearer he got the louder the whistling became. He placed the toolbox down into his seat and clicked open its lid, inside was a wide assortment of things he had no idea how to use, but the tin of sealant was impossible to miss. Its texture was gritty and sharp, he winced at its frigid temperature but powered through with one hand securing him in place while the other waved about the fracture, trying to get stable to apply the paste. As he made the final stretch the ship suddenly veered throwing him back against the wall with a fleshy thump. For a moment he winced in private, feeling where the bruises would swell up later in the day, before pushing himself off and stretching with the putty, smearing it across the break. 
 
    “There,” he sighed, slumping back into his seat after putting the toolbox onto the floor, “we’re safe.” 
 
    “For now,” said Taris. 
 
    “We’re two minutes out, I hope everyone back there is ready,” the pilot yelled. 
 
    Those few words put the entire cabin on edge. People shifted about in their seats nervously, their fingers pattering against the sides of their weapons. Out of the cockpit window, the entire Xuron flotilla was visible. Cephalopod limbs slowly flailed through space, dancing between the proverbial sea of ships that moved in a tight formation, spearheading towards the planet intent on ignoring as much of the Ioution defence as possible.  
 
    The planetary defences fought back, firing a fusillade of missiles that locked onto some of the approaching ships. Enemy vessels quickly fell as the allied support began to encircle the Xuron and divert their attention away from the main battle lines. While Jaconian and Kesken ships didn’t have the raw offensive firepower of the Ioutions or Terrans, they fought with guile and an almost reckless bravery that captivated their watching allies. 
 
    Sean’s mind tingled the nearer they got to Fez’s cruiser. He massaged his forehead trying to shift the weight that pressed down on his temple. It has to be him Sean thought, he has to know we’re coming.  
 
    The shuttle pulled up into a wide and vertical loop as the Scimitars raced past towards the cruiser in a staggered formation. The Terran fighters opened fire with their plasma and energy cannons. They focussed their fire on a single point which soon begun to glow white hot before exploding outwards in a cloud of organic debris. They continued firing into the same spot, digging away at the Xuron hull until a small breach opened in the ship’s outer skin.  
 
    “Alright, this is it, you’ll be weapons free in thirty seconds,” the pilot yelled, “hold on to something, we’re going in.” 
 
    They rounded out from their loop and accelerated through the squadron of Scimitars which had stopped firing. Instead, they closely followed the shuttle as it sped towards the newly formed hole head on. Sean held on tightly to the railings, activating his atmospheric shield which had been ‘borrowed’ from the Ioutions. It formed a thin shielding around his face and recycled any alien atmosphere to be breathable for Human physiology.  
 
    Then, with his eyes firmly closed, the fighters quickly pulled up and away before crashing into the carrier’s hull. The shuttle carried on into the breach and crash-landed onto one of the cavernous decks. The pilot slammed on reverse thrusters slowing them slightly as they skidded nose first into a thick bulkhead wall, throwing everyone forwards ensuring they had whiplash for the rest of their lives. 
 
    Sean sat back rubbing his neck. “I’ll pilot next time,” he groaned, groggily unshackling himself from the restraints. 
 
    “There’s no time to mess around,” barked Taris, clipping a capacitor into her weapon, “we need to form up and secure our objective, is everyone ready?” A chorus of affirmatives echoed through the shuttle. She stood near the ramp release and looked over the marines and close friends which stood before her, smiling to herself. Then, which a firm fist, pulled hard on the emergency release.  
 
    The ramp crashed down against the inside of the ship. Instantly, plasma fire sparked off the inside of the shuttle ejecting hot sparks of superheated gases across the entire cabin. Their armour protected them against all but the strongest of sustained attacked, so they took cover either side of the ramp and calmly returned fire. 
 
    Outside, the floor was a tangled mess of vines covered in a clear hardened polymer that resembled glass. The charred and damaged walls oozed a thick green fluid that was reabsorbed into open capillaries and sent back to reanimate the destroyed sections. 
 
    “How many are there?” asked Sean, his back firmly placed up against the inside of the shuttle, allowing the marines to do what they did best. 
 
    “Five or six,” shouted Taris over the high-pitched cycling of her energy carbine, “but I don’t think it’ll stay like that for long.” 
 
    The Xuron dropped one by one. Taris and her team slowly rounded cover and rushed into the hallway, diving behind fallen chunks of ship’s superstructure. This gave the others a chance to form up where the marines once stood. Sean got to one knee below Remulus while Zarid stood above the last remaining marine.  
 
    Sean took shallow breaths, aiming down the holographic sights of his rifle. He gave a double tap with his finger to a small screen on the side of the weapon which increased its magnification to four-times normal. His reticle danced across the fractured and malformed face of a Xuron, he took a moment to truly look at its form and what he saw surprised him. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with these Xuron,” Sean shouted to Remulus and Zarid who were aggressively laying down a hail of suppressing fire, “they’re malformed, maybe mutated?” 
 
    “Does that mean they’re stronger?” asked Remulus. 
 
    “Who knows,” he shrugged, “but we should be careful.” 
 
    Every face he passed his reticle over was slightly different, a far cry from the genetic perfection the Xuron strived for. On some, their facial scales angled out in seemingly random ways, on others their protective scales either didn’t exist, were underdeveloped or fused together into a single carapace. Other abnormalities also seemed commonplace with twisted limbs carrying malformed spines making the creature's movements a horrific spectacle. 
 
    The initial Xuron defenders quickly fell, but as the last creature dropped to its knees a wailing banshee alarm shocked the entire team. “Well, it looks like they know we’re here,” said Sean. 
 
    “Oh, and the hole in the side of their ship wasn’t a big give away?” replied Taris. “Come on, let’s get moving, the central computer core is at the other side of the ship, but it should be on this deck.” 
 
    They formed up into a single line with Taris leading the way. The buzzing in Sean’s mind became distracting, it was as if a hive of wasps swarmed inside his skull, he tried to push it away, but every step deeper into the ship it became harder to ignore. 
 
    The claustrophobic hallways expanded and contracted as if a shallow breath passed through their underlying veins. They dipped and curved contorting to a malformed organic skeleton within the carrier. Their progress was stopped by a door, its vines tightly packed sealing the entranceway by forming a hardened wall of fibres. 
 
    “Zarid,” Sean turned to the jittery Fre, “it’s time.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide as he quickly rifled through his satchel. He pulled out a small metallic stick and rushed to the front. The device squeezed between the loose extra vines which had tried to integrate themselves into the door’s original construct, and with a wave to the team they each stepped back around the corner and waited. 
 
    “How long does this normally take…” Zarid’s words were interrupted by the ear-splitting explosion which made them all jump. The concussive wave bounced around the corridor pushing them all back against the slimy wall and forcing some to lose their footing. The Fre gently climbed to his feet and shook off the ringing in his ears. “That was awesome.” 
 
    “I think you may have set the magnitude of the explosion too high,” Remulus said, prising away a thick twitching vine that had stuck to her armour. 
 
    “Ya think!?” moaned Taris, motioning for everyone to get back in formation. 
 
    They stepped into an open, circular room. Four support pillars constructed from a material that resembled muscle stretched from floor to ceiling within the huge area. Organic machines were dotted about with no visible screens, instead, they had two holes either side of the console that Sean dreaded to think about. Their atmospheric rebreathers filtered most particles from the air, but the pungent stench of decaying meat managed to find its way through the masks forcing them all to recoil. 
 
    “What is that smell?” asked Zarid trying to pinch his nose through the shield. 
 
    “Xuron ships die and regenerate much like our bodies do. The pungent smell comes from their dead cells decaying before being recycled back into the vessel’s ecosystem for reprocessing – It’s rather ingenious, actually,” replied Remulus. 
 
    “… Yeah, I wouldn’t go giving them too much credit,” said Sean. 
 
    “Wait, shut up,” Taris said sharply. She stood deathly still and straightened her back listening to a noise in the distance. “Does anyone else hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” asked Sean, moving up beside her, “I can’t hear…” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence capillaries on the room’s roof gushed open ejecting a foul-smelling viscous gloop that fell lazily to the floor. From the seeping tears, the sound of skittering Xuron forced them into cover. One of the marines placed a thin rectangular box on a small tripod onto the floor. Instantly, it projected an azure translucent energy barrier wide enough for three.  
 
    Sean, Taris, and the marine ducked behind the pulsating shield waiting for the enemy. Then, with a guttural roar mutated growling Xuron drones dropped from above. “Open fire!” yelled Taris. 
 
    The space between them and the enemy was instantly awash with plasma and energy. The disorientated Xuron quickly fell, their numbers reduced to two lucky survivors before they knew what had hit them. But more skittering signalled reinforcements as their numbers swelled. 
 
    Sean looked through the barrier, wincing at the pile of bodies that had started to build up across the room. The thermal gauge on his weapon slowly grew, the colours turning from a safe pale blue to a telling yellow. 
 
    “My weapon’s overheating!” he yelled, “we can’t sit here and take on the entire ship, we’ve got to do something.” 
 
    Taris looked around searching for inspiration. “Alright, we’re going to have to do this the hard way. They hate sonic grenades so disorientate then eliminate. Shields up and move forward. Remulus, fire into the entry points in the roof with everything you have, try and slow them down until we reach that door,” she pointed across the room. “Once we reach that, we form the energy barrier behind us blocking the way as the ship’s central core is only a few more rooms beyond there.” 
 
    As Sean was about to reply the ship shuddered on its axis throwing the entire team to the ground. The Xuron saw this as an opening and rushed the squad. The creatures leapt high off the ground and over the barrier. Sean quickly spun onto his back and fired, his aim was erratic and he missed almost everything, but one did connect and sent the mutant spinning to the ground with a smoking hole through its deformed skull. 
 
    “Marine, watch out!” yelled Taris. It was too late, a drone outflanked the shield and rammed a glowing dagger through the soldier’s thick armour. He screamed out in pain followed by a rush of atmosphere that exploded out from the newly formed hole.  
 
    Zarid jumped to his feet, pulling two pistols from his belt and slowly walked towards the two Xuron which threatened Sean and Taris whilst firing on full burst. The creatures quickly dropped to the ground allowing Taris to scramble towards the injured marine and place both hands over the puncture. 
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” asked Zarid, sliding into cover beside her. 
 
    Taris pulled a small device from the soldier’s top pocket, the line which crossed across it was flat and red. With a heavy heart, she pulled the device from its cord and stuck it in her satchel. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Weapons fire screeched overhead and forced them back to reality. With an uncontained rage, Taris rested her weapon on the barrier’s lip and let loose. One by one the Xuron dropped to their knees with ragged holes drilled through their scales. With the lull in combat, she disabled the shielding and moved up. The squad rushed towards the door, placing the barrier behind them.  
 
    “Sean, get the door open,” shouted Taris. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    He fumbled through the vines searching for the doors release while the remaining team took cover and fired at the entrenched Xuron. The vines slapped together, oozing a thick secretion down his arm which made him squirm. But, pulling on one of the many thick tubes behind the wall, the door snapped away, its vines flailing wildly as they receded into the floor. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get to the core,” Sean yelled, checking his angles whilst assaulting the next chamber. 
 
    The room beyond was devoid of life and posed no resistance to their march towards the central core. They rushed across the sticky, sickly floor towards the next door before tearing that open, too. Stepping through, plasma fire impacted around the door from the newly revealed room. The banks of terminals which sat in neat rows offered some cover for the exposed team so they rushed forwards and ducked behind the hulking machines.  
 
    “Do you see that?” said Remulus, “look, in the middle of the room, that’s it, right?” 
 
    A large floating sphere pulsed with a blinding white light. Held in a containment field produced by three golden arms around its circumference, it looked like a dynamic pearl in a piece of morphic jewellery. A series of conventional wires ran from ports on its underside towards distinctly un-Xuron like machines that were housed in a protective casing. Sean quizzically looked on, his neurons firing as he recognised, in some deep recess of his mind, the technology he looked at. 
 
    “Wait,” he looked to Remulus, “is that…?” 
 
    “It is,” she nodded, “it’s Veterum tech, the latest stuff, too.” 
 
    “Right, shall I stick the explosives on it then?” asked Zarid, a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Yeah, go on…” Sean started. 
 
    “No!” cried Remulus, ducking as plasma fire crackled overhead, “let me place the tracker in here and connect it to the core, that way we can intercept all of the information the ship sends and receives as well as getting a lock on their exact location.” 
 
    “Smart, make sure you disable Fez’s connection to my implant, too, I can feel his presence.” 
 
    “Marines! On my order we blitz from cover and assault them head-on, we need to secure the area surrounding the main core long enough for Remulus to complete her work, got it?” yelled Taris over the exploding plasma. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” came the chorus of replies. 
 
    “Alright, now!” 
 
    The team of seven rose from cover and unleashed everything they had. Cracks of energy filled the air as plasma splashed off the walls in a deafening fury of sizzling flesh. Hurdling the banks of terminals, they pushed forwards with ease, scything down the threat in their way with deadly precision. Stopping beside the Veterum terminal, Remulus got to one knee and forced open the side of the console. Inside was a mess of wires bathed in the natural luminescence of the mauve crystals that acted as an endless, but weak, power supply. 
 
    A cable from her datapad snuggly fit into one of the many free I/O ports inside. Quickly, a readout of all the encrypted information routing through the terminal flashed up on her device as a series of numbers and letters written in an alien format. Remulus worked fast, decoding the encryption then planting her own hidden bugs. 
 
    “How’s it going, Rem?” yelled Sean as the fanatical guards pushed again. 
 
    “Two more minutes… That’s all I need.” 
 
    “Alright, but it’s getting pretty hairy, so get a move on,” shouted Zarid. 
 
    “Hairy?” Sean looked at him quizzically between shots, shaking his head. 
 
    Sparks erupted from the terminal as one of the many capacitors exploded in a cloud of shards which pinged off Remulus’ armour. The device in her hand shut down as power was drained from it. She dug deep behind the wires, plugging her device into a secondary port which rebooted it. She worked with a renewed urgency as the incoming fire increased in accuracy with shells bursting all around her 
 
    It was a tense a few moments while she worked. Weapons glowed in their own heat with marines having to slow their rate of fire to cool the barrels. But, as Sean looked down his sight, the constant fog of static that had assaulted his thoughts suddenly vanished, replaced with a numbing silence that made him recoil. 
 
    “It’s… gone,” he dropped to his knees ignoring the sporadic fire, “it’s really over,” he turned to face Remulus. “YOU DONE IT!” he screamed. 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” she said, punching the final few lines of code into the central core before smashing the device against the ground so only a few small pieces remained. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” asked Taris. 
 
    Remulus pulled out her weapon and fired four precise, heavy blasts into the terminal destroying almost everything within. “I want to make it look like we came here to destroy it, maybe that way they won’t find the decoder hidden away.” 
 
    “Smart,” nodded Sean. 
 
    “We should get back to the shuttle and get out of here,” said Taris, stumbling as another heavy blast rocked the carrier, “it feels like the battle isn’t going the Xuron’s way out there.” 
 
    They formed up into an offensive line and methodically fought their way back towards the shuttle. Xuron resistance was light with most drones now ordered into defensive positions on the carrier. Sean and Remulus carried the downed marine, on his watch no one got left behind which impressed the elite troops as they covered his back. 
 
    With adrenaline pumping, they stepped across the final bulkhead and saw their shuttle. But they had company. “Fez,” growled Sean. Around the Xuron half-breed was a small cohort of heavily armed soldiers. The Captain stepped forwards, clasping together his scaly hands in a misguided attempt at clapping. 
 
    “Well done, I always knew you two would go on to do great things,” Fez’s voice was raspy as the mutation progressed, his regular Ioution features had started to fade, replaced with a deformed version that sat somewhere in between. “Infiltrating my ship but not coming to see an old friend? It’s rude, so, I thought I would come and see you.” 
 
    “Get out of our way,” Taris’ said, shocked by his appearance, “you’re not our old Captain, you’re… nothing, a puppet created by the High Priest to throw us off, that’s all.” 
 
    Fez’s laugh was gravelly. “Oh, but I am the same Captain you served under. I still remember saving Sean from the wreckage over Earth, installing the device that would provide me with a fleeting moment of fulfilment in my current life, it is a shame you have taken that away from me.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Sean laid the dead marine gently to the floor. “What do you want? This is twice we’ve met now and we haven’t killed you. I think your luck may have just run out.” 
 
    “Luck!?” roared the Terpilih, “you all abandoned me on that God-forsaken planet in the name of what, exactly? My life was forfeit so the High Councillors back on Desciea and those on Earth could boast about a creating a new alliance or bringing a new race into the community. You left me to die, Sean, you watched as the queen took me, corrupting my very essence.” 
 
    “Shut up!” yelled Sean, unable to deal with what Fez said, “I didn’t leave you, none of us did… It was an impossible situation, Fez, you were surrounded… If we did try and save you, we would have all died.” 
 
    “Died?” he scoffed, “no, not at all, you would have joined the collective and become a Terpilih, our minds are too valuable to destroy, we can offer a lot to the Xuron. You would have become a God, Sean, worshipped for what you knew and relied upon for what you could uniquely offer.” 
 
    “You sound like a second-hand shuttle salesman,” barked Taris. “You’re not who you say you are, so get out of my way or I’ll end you where you stand.” Taris walked forwards, trying to shoulder check Fez out of her way but the Xuron Captain pushed her back with both hands, throwing her across the room. 
 
    “You are nothing compared to what I have evolved to become,” he said, taking two steps towards the group to which the marines trigger fingers twitched in response. “This is your final chance, join me and I will make something special of you both, no longer will you languish at the bottom of the barrel feeding off the scraps of others.” 
 
    “This is boring,” Zarid stepped through the group, his dual pistols held aloft, “we’re ‘outta here.” With that, the Fre quickly fired towards Fez. The Xuron was quick on his feet and dropped to the ground to avoid the incoming fire which wounded two guards behind him. 
 
    The Marines quickly opened fire tearing down a majority of Fez’s unprepared guard. The ones not dealt with immediately charged towards the group, their alien, curved blades held aloft ready to strike. The team scattered, diving to their sides as the sharp glowing edges sliced through the pungent, still air. A crack of energy from Taris was followed by another Xuron dropping back, a hole carved cleanly through its meagre natural armour.  
 
       Fez stood away from the melee his burning hate filled eyes locked onto Sean. Slowly, he pulled a thin dagger from a sheath on his leg and stealthily approached the Human who was in a deadly struggle with a screeching drone. From the corner of his eye, he noticed Fez’s intent and spun the struggling creature into his path. Fez sliced through the drone’s throat and stepped over the twitching body.  
 
    “There is still time, Sean, join us,” Fez hissed, “we made a good team.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” Sean roared, “there was never a we, you’re not the Captain I served under and that’s that so let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Without a second blink, the Captain lunged forwards, his dagger swishing down from above his head with a deadly force. Sean grabbed his weapon with both hands and jolted it up, blocking the incoming blade. Their eyes locked as they struggled against each other, Sean’s face wobbled from the force, but he slowly pushed the Captain back, his muscles screaming out in pain as he did. 
 
    “You’ve grown weak, old man,” Sean gritted his teeth, “the Xuron blood in your veins hasn’t made you stronger or smarter, it’s mutated you into a shadow of your former self, you should be ashamed.” 
 
    With a roar, Fez shoulder charged Sean to the ground. The Human collapsed back with a thump which pushed the air from his lungs leaving him gasping like a fish out of water. Two scaled feet appeared either side of his face before pinning his arms in place. “Now who is weak? Your sorry excuse of a civilisation will crumble under our might. But, for now, it is time for you to meet your maker.” 
 
    The sharp blade glinted in the overhead lights as Fez knelt over him and pointed it towards Sean’s throat. There was nothing he could do, his fate had been decided so he accepted it, content that they had at least planted the tracker so those after him could still complete the mission. But, with his eyes firmly shut, a sudden jolt came from above as Fez was slammed into the wall by a lunging Taris. He opened his eyes in time to witness the Ioution slamming the butt of her gun down into his face as she held him in place. Every hit was met with a pained cry laced with the squelching of battered flesh. 
 
    Sean rushed to his feet and pulled her away. Behind them the fighting had ended, the Xuron guards had been dispatched and all that remained was Fez, his face mangled beyond recognition. He wheezed, life just flickering weakly in his swollen and bloodshot eyes. There was a fleeting moment of sadness that ate at Sean as he looked on remembering who the man used to be and how much he once meant to him. At that moment he would have given anything to go back to the way they were when the stakes were lower, but the thumping against the hull of the carrier reminded him it wasn’t to be. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Fez,” he whispered under his breath as he turned and walked towards the shuttle ramp which slowly opened at Remulus’ command, “maybe in the next life, eh?” 
 
    His shoulders dropped as he ascended the ramp. Taris looked back at the man who slowly met her gaze from beyond the pain, she couldn’t bear to look at him, they had shared too much. With sympathetic closed eyes, she slowly turned shaking her head at how it had turned out, wishing it could have been different.  
 
    The loud skittering from the connected hallways signalled that it was time to go. Sean and the others were strapped in ready to leave. Taris, though, slowly ascended the ramp towards her seat, unable to properly concentrate. Sean looked back and watched the lost figure stroll on board, he felt terrible for her and had never seen her like this. But, suddenly her back straightened and her purple eyes widened. From behind, a weak Fez pointed a plasma pistol in her direction and opened fire, striking her a second and a third time, chewing through her armour. She collapsed back, tumbling away from the shuttle in a twisted heap.  
 
    “Taris!” screamed Sean, fumbling about with his seat buckle to unfasten himself. The engines on the shuttle roared to life and slowly the ramp began to close. “Stop, we can’t leave! She’s out there!” 
 
    The pilot was oblivious to his panicked protests. The final image of Fez struggling to his feet, an evil smile on his face was the last thing he saw as the ramp blocked his vision. Sean charged towards the cockpit. “What’re you doing up here, XO! Get back to your seat we’re heading home.” 
 
     “We can’t leave, she’s out there! Taris is still out there!” 
 
    “What!?” the pilot turned to the rear cameras, “how? Go on, you’ve got about twenty seconds before we’re overrun!” 
 
    The hydraulic actuators on the rear ramp wheezed to life. The entire squad stood waiting, their weapons armed and ready to fire. Outside, a swarm of skittering Xuron burst from the hallway and as the ramp lowered the crew opened fire on the incoming horde. Withering weapons fire screeched across the enclosed area. They moved forward in unison towards an unconscious Taris, swatting away anything that got close. 
 
    “Sean, grab her and let’s go, we can’t stay here any longer,” yelled Remulus. 
 
    Fez let out a deafening guttural roar before slipping away into the crowd and vanishing. He wasn’t a priority for the advancing squad as they formed a semi-circle around Taris’ lifeless body, bringing down the Xuron which poured in from two hallways. Sean got to one knee and checked her life sign monitor. “She’s alive, barely, we need to get back the Fortitude and fast!” 
 
    There was no hesitation from the tight-knit group. Sean and Zarid carried her on their shoulders, her feet kicking against the ramp as they dragged her to safety. The marines stood at the edge of shuttle continuing to blast away anything that moved.  
 
    Sean laid Taris down in a seat, strapping her in tightly. He sat beside her, holding her hand as the craft thundered to life once more. He didn’t look at her, he couldn’t, too much had happened, anything else and his already fragile psyche would crack with stress. So, instead, he stared out of the cockpit window, squeezing her unresponsive hand… 
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FORGING THE FUTURE 
 
      
 
    A weak static wave rolled across the cabin as the shuttle passed through the Fortitude’s atmospheric shielding. They touched down and the rear ramp quickly opened allowing the two different air pressures to settle at an equilibrium. 
 
    Sean sat frozen as a medical team rushed onboard. Flashes of white zipped across his blurred vision whilst another stopped and knelt in front of him. Dissonant, faint whispers tried to invade his thoughts, but he paid them no attention, instead, he allowed an all-encompassing futility to grab his consciousness with both hands.  
 
    A bright light slowly assaulted his vision followed by a gentle shaking. Again, the distant voices came, this time they were more direct and impassioned but not aimed at him. Slowly, he unconsciously turned his head towards Taris. The same flashes of white danced about above her which were interlaced with the occasional sharp yet distant cry. 
 
    Then, a pain erupted from his cheek. His blurred vision slowly cleared. Sound assaulted his senses. A cry for more medics, the rumbling of other shuttles coming into land and the dull thud of plasma-shells slamming against the Fortitude’s armour. 
 
    The reality of the situation hit him with an unrelenting clarity. 
 
    Quickly, he unbuckled his harness and stood, looking down at the two medics, dressed in brilliant white uniforms, who worked on the unconscious and badly wounded Ioution. 
 
    “Mr Maguire, Sir, look at me… Sir… SIR,” the medic shouted. 
 
    “Ye… Yes, what is it?” asked Sean, unable to take it all in at once, his thoughts confused and disjointed. 
 
    “What day is it?” 
 
    He thought for the briefest of moments. “Tuesday.” 
 
    “Who’s our Captain?” 
 
    “My father.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    His anger flared. “In the middle of a crisis, so stop asking me these stupid questions!” The medic stepped back, nodding to the pair who looked over giving him the all clear. He stood behind the doctors as they removed Taris’ atmospheric shield and replaced it with a mask attached to an oxygen tank. Slowly, they peeled her away from the chair and placed her on a hovering gurney which had rolled into the shuttle. The seat was stained with her blood, its coloured fabrics now a royal blue.  
 
    “She needs to get to sickbay! Come on, move!” the medic screamed at the onlooking Sean. 
 
    “Is she going to be alright?” he eked out as they rushed past. 
 
    “Let’s wait and see, shall we?” 
 
    They were soon gone, ascending the internal elevators towards the med bay. Sean lumbered out from the shuttle, descending its ramp before collapsing back and sitting on a waist-high stack of crates. The rest of the team approached, glum looks etched deep into all their features. He held a silencing hand up, just for a moment while he caught up to his own thoughts. 
 
    “Sean…” said Remulus with a compassion he had rarely witnessed from her. She placed a hand on his shoulder and bent down a little so her eyes were level with his. “It will be alright, I promise.” 
 
    “That’s not a promise you or anyone else can make right now,” Sean replied calmly, his emotions just barely under control, “she wouldn’t want us wallowing, anyway, the battle is far from over, we need to get to our stations and finish the fight.” 
 
    He stood, nodding to those around him before quickly disappearing into the elevator, punching in the bridge as his destination. Stepping out, every pair of eyes turned towards him, they were mixed with sorrow and stilted congratulations, news spread fast aboard warships. 
 
    “XO Maguire reporting for duty, Captain,” he snapped his heels together and gave a half-assed salute, his muscles unable to fully commit. 
 
    “Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” Zach rose from his seat and held his son’s arm, “go and get some rest, things are looking good up here, a huge Ioution fleet just slipped in behind the Xuron lines so this’ll be over quick.” 
 
    “Make sure they don’t destroy Fez’s ship, we planted the tracker inside their central core, it turned out to be some kind of Veterum tech so Remulus fangled some of her magic so we have a constant connection to everything that goes through the core.” 
 
    Zach looked surprised. “Everything, everything? As in their location, fleet composition, crew?” 
 
    Sean nodded, “down to what they’re eating. This is it, Zach, get past this battle and we can end this entire thing.” 
 
    The proud look on Zach’s face was one only a father could give to their child. He laid a firm hand on Sean’s shoulder, slowly nodding in recognition of his accomplishments, before circling away and sitting at his console. “Get me on a line to Cetra, we need to speak.” 
 
    “One moment, Captain… Connecting.” 
 
    The beaten face of the Ioution operative appeared on screen. Smoke billowed around her as another bolt of plasma smashed against her battered vessel. “What is it, Captain? We have little time for pleasantries.” 
 
    “I’ll make this quick. Our operatives just returned from a mission infiltrating one of the Xuron carriers. We planted a tracking device which is gathering information from within their central core, it is imperative that… this carrier is not destroyed and is allowed to escape.” Zach highlighted the vessel on their shared battle map. 
 
    “Fine work, Captain, Human ingenuity has not been overstated it seems. We will disseminate your wishes to the fleet, Cetra out.” 
 
    “Well, that was easier than expected,” Zach expected the Ioution to be more dismissive of their successes. “Tactical, what’s the latest?” 
 
    “The Xuron fleet is down to forty-percent. Ioutions are taking heavy casualties but still have greater numbers, especially with the reinforcements. We lost a Kesken ship and the Jaconians are heavily damaged and in need of urgent repairs before they can go anywhere.” 
 
    “Get three repair teams on shuttles and send them over.” 
 
    “Aye Sir.” 
 
    “What about the Fortitude?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Adaptive plating is holding in the low thirties, shields are down, and weapons four, five, nine, thirteen, and eighteen are offline.” 
 
    “… So, we’ve fared well, then?” said Sean. 
 
    “Relatively, Sir, yes.” 
 
    Sean slumped back into the XO’s chair and exhaled slowly as everything suddenly washed over him. The plasma slamming against their armour was but a distant worry compared to the injured Taris. He struggled to decide between his responsibilities on the bridge and his powerful desire to go and see her.  
 
    “Captain! The Xuron fleet is coming about and charging their engines, it looks like they’re leaving.” 
 
    Zach sat forwards, a perfectly smug grin on his face. “Do not give chase, helm, I repeat, do not give chase. Sit back and let them run, we need this.” 
 
    The Xuron armada turned on their collective axis. It provided the Ioutions with a clear opportunity for an all-out attack on the damaged ships that struggled with the manoeuvre. Quickly, already weakened Xuron vessels exploded into vast green clouds of debris as their brethren slipped away into bright portals that shimmered in the distant void.  
 
    Fez’s ship joined the others and made an escape. Sean thought about the man, the monster, that they had encountered. It saddened him to think what he had become, a shadow of his former self, a man that he once respected, even if he didn’t outwardly show it. But Sean also smiled thinking about how he would be the downfall of the Xuron collective and his ex-Captain had little idea that he drew the entire coalition towards him and their ultimate goal.  
 
    It was a bittersweet reward for all that had happened. 
 
    “Go and see her,” said Zach, “it’s obvious it’s what’s on your mind, I know I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from being down there.” 
 
    Sean looked around the bridge and decided they didn’t need him right now. “Alright,” he begrudgingly nodded, “thanks.” 
 
    Sean stepped from the lift into a chaotic corridor outside sickbay. Injured crewmates with bloodstained tunics laid against the bulkheads while medics attended to their wounds. He gingerly stepped through the bodies, shocked to see so many. A gnarled hand suddenly grasped his ankle, “of course your alien girlfriend gets priority treatment,” the man spluttered, his face covered in an isotonic gel making Sean turn away in horror. “We’re second class citizens on our own ship!” 
 
    Sean didn’t know what to say and pretended not to hear what he had said. One of the nurses noticed the confrontation and waved him over. “XO Maguire, we’re pretty busy down here, what can I help you with?” he said. 
 
    “I’m just here to see Taris, is she alright?” 
 
    The nurse looked around before indicating for Sean to follow. They moved along the corridor and entered a room attached to the medical bay. A long, one-way window ran along its connecting wall and through it, he watched as surgeons worked on Taris’ exposed back. Her usual vibrant purple-grey skin had paled, sections of which were peeled back as the doctors removed the charred and dead flesh. A series of tubes ran from her nose and mouth to a machine that regulated her breathing. 
 
    “Oh my God,” said Sean, recoiling at the sight, “is she going to be alright?” 
 
    “Most likely,” the nurse nodded, “she has severe plasma burns which has affected some of her more… unique internal organs. The medical team on the Fortitude is one of the best in the fleet, she’s in good hands.” 
 
    Sean knew the man was right, but the sight evaporated all reasonable sense. He watched the surgeon slice away a chunk of blackened flesh that was one step away from charcoal before applying a special patch of weave which greatly accelerated healing. Slowly, an anger built from within, an anger towards Fez and what he had done, especially how cowardly his actions were. But it was pointless being angry, it was energy wasted, so instead, he closed his eyes and calmed himself. 
 
    “How long until she’s back in action?” he asked after letting out a long breath which dispelled many emotions that accumulated within. 
 
    “Maybe six or seven days,” the nurse turned towards him, “her injuries are severe and while Ioution medicine has accelerated our own understanding of not only their physiology but our own it hasn’t invented a miracle ‘get well’ button.” 
 
    Sean nodded, turning to face the unconscious woman. “So, seven days, that’s enough…” he whispered under his breath, “hey, thanks, you helped a lot.” 
 
    He charged onto the bridge with renewed optimism, “I’ve seen that look before,” Zach said noticing Sean’s improved mood. 
 
    “I’m excited, that’s all,” smiled Sean, “there’s a lot going on and finally there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.” 
 
    Zach’s smiled warmed the room. “There is, isn’t there. I haven’t been fighting this fight for as long as you or, hell, almost anyone in the Ioution fleet, but it’s good to think that it’ll be over with soon, there’s so many exciting prospects to come once the war is over.” 
 
    “Yep, there’s so much I want to show you,” Sean stopped when he realised he had thought of him and his dad as a family once again, normally he would suppress those emotions out of spite, but this time he let them flow, much to his father’s delight. 
 
    “Oh? Like what.” 
 
    “On the Mar’Ell we stopped at a planet called Sarimunio, it’s a touristy world but it’s amazing, you’d like it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would.  … How’s Taris?” 
 
    Sean’s mood soured a little. “She’s… Alive. The doctors predict a five to seven day recovery time which to me lines up with how long it’ll take for us to get to the hive ship and finish this.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Slow your horses, son. There’s still a lot that needs to be done before we zip off to the other side of the galaxy. Repairs, refuelling, rearmament all take priority and we must meet with the Ioutions. I’m sure Astro and Cetra will want to discuss their forthcoming military involvement in the operation and how they will want to take centre stage.” 
 
    Sean sighed. “Things were a lot easier when it was just us on the Mar’Ell.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it can’t be like that on a Terran vessel. We’ve got an impression to make, we’re newcomers and still not welcome in many parts, if we show a willingness to sacrifice and protect these people, well… It can only be fruitful for Earth and our planned expansion.” 
 
    “Obviously you’re right,” Sean walked away from his dad and sat down in the XO’s chair, “I’m just excited to get going, that’s all.” 
 
    “I know, we all are,” Zach said, invigored by his son’s fortitude, “why don’t we contact the Ioutions and see how they feel about it?” 
 
    Sean scoffed, “be my guest.” 
 
    With a nod towards the communications officer, a connection was established with Cetra. Her face was beaten and bruised, engineers worked hard behind her to repair the critical systems on the bridge. “Hello, Captain, I am glad to see you once more.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’m pleased to see your ship is almost repaired, your crew is to be congratulated.” 
 
    Cetra gave a calm, single nod. “What is it you want, Captain?” 
 
    Zach looked towards Sean as if to say is this the right time? “We fought well together, I would like to discuss my previous proposal with Astro again, see if she’s changed her mind about working together.” 
 
    Cetra sighed. “Astro is stubborn, Captain, she would reject your proposal even if it meant sacrificing everything we have built. But, there has been a recent promotion to the High Council and I hear he is close to Ambassador Maguire.” 
 
    Sean sat up in his seat, “Joran?” 
 
    Cetra smiled and nodded. “Yes, he is in a position of great power now, second only to the Chancellor herself, his whispers often guide and shape Ioution society. If you can convince him that this is a good idea… Well, going over Astro’s head is not always a bad thing.” 
 
    “We will take your information under advisement, thank you very much, Cetra,” said Zach, “I hope to see you on the battlefield.” 
 
    “You too, Captain. Cetra out.” 
 
    The screen fizzed offline. Zach turned to Sean who had a devilish smile plastered across his face. “What?” asked Zach. 
 
    “You massive flirt,” Sean laughed, “I could tell.” 
 
    “What? Me? No, don’t be ridiculous, I’m old now, no one will want me.” 
 
    “She’s probably hundreds of years older if it makes you feel any better.” 
 
    Zach thought for a moment before shaking away the idea. “This Joran, we met him a few months back, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Yep, he told us about the quantum genome planet, but we decided to head for the Veterum instead. We have a long history, let me deal with it.” 
 
    Zach waved for him to continue.  
 
    After connecting the High Council’s front desk, his communication was put on hold whilst they waited for Joran to answer. Over fifteen minutes passed before a connection was established, but once it was Sean couldn’t help but smile at the ageing Ioution that appeared on screen. 
 
    “Hello Joran,” said Sean, bowing respectfully. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Sean, a friendly face in these troubling times is always comforting.” The Ioution seemed to have aged significantly since they last spoke. Black and greying spots ran along his sides of his temple. His face had wrinkled five years in as many months and his voice croaked as if it was a strain to speak. 
 
    “I see you’re as fit and healthy as ever,” Sean joked. 
 
    “Ha!” Joran coughed into a handkerchief, “it is nice of you to say so, but this body is not long for this existence and neither am I. Within the year I will be entering permanence so I’m making sure to achieve all I can.” 
 
    Sean’s mood instantly soured at the mention of his friends foretold demise. He remembered back to Fez’s explanation on permanence and how after three transfers of a subject’s memories to another body they had degraded too much to become usable. “I’m sorry to hear that, Joran, I really am, that’s bummed me out, I just thought you’d be around long after I was dead.” 
 
    “That’s how the young on almost every world think, everything that lives must die and everything that starts must end.” Joran sat back as if suddenly hit with his own mortality. “But I am sure you did not want to hear the ramblings of an old man. Before anything I want to congratulate you and your crew on your heroic efforts, your help provided a much-needed respite so our own fleet could regroup and your personal efforts, however reckless they may have been, have provided us with an unforeseen advantage in the upcoming battle.” 
 
    “… Thanks?” Sean raised a single eyebrow towards his father. “Anything to help our good friends on Desciea I say. I would sacrifice…” 
 
    “- What is it you want?” Joran shook his head, completely accepting that he was being buttered up. 
 
    “Did you ever receive a report from Astro about our meeting?” 
 
    “I did but have only had time to skim over its contents.” 
 
    “What did you think? Is it feasible?” 
 
    Joran coughed again before sipping at his glass of water. “You are asking a lot, especially from a society as proud as we are, for Humans to come up with a plan that is braver and more dynamic than anything we could ever hope to achieve has rustled a few feathers. People here see you as over assessing your capabilities just to assert your place within the community.” 
 
    “Well, we are,” Sean replied bluntly, “we want to help everyone we can, and Humans are an extremely, extremely impatient bunch who have no trouble leaving a trail of scorched earth as long as we reach our goal. That earth can be regrown, though, nurtured back to health over time, but if we don’t destroy the root cause of it all, right here, right now, then everything will wilt around us and we’ll be left wondering exactly why we didn’t try.” 
 
    Joran smiled like a proud father. “I always knew you were special, Sean, you have doubted yourself for far too long but to see you grow into what you have become today is… Well, it is a gift that I will feast on in my final days.” 
 
    They both went silent for a moment, each giving the other time to collect their thoughts and assess the situation. “So?” asked Sean, “what do you say? Will the Ioutions join in with our coalition and end this threat once and for all? With you on board, our chances of success will be astronomically higher.” 
 
    “You have my word that I will do all that I can to convince the chancellor.” 
 
    “Then I suppose that will have to do,” Sean gave a half smile, knowing that was realistically the best outcome even if he did want to hear a definitive yes. “I hope I’ll see you soon, Joran.” 
 
    The communication closed and Sean sat back, wondering what would come of it all. They were so close to the end, one final push would cut the head off the beast and bring peace once again… 
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THE LIGHTS GO OUT 
 
      
 
    Five days of arduous preparation had passed since Sean’s exchange with Joran. Their war effort had stalled as the Ioutions still hadn’t come to a conclusion due to their glacially paced bureaucracy and a general reluctance to submit power or control over to the Humans. This had created an unease amongst the allied fleets with everyone knowing that time was a critical factor and their window to strike was shrinking by the hour. Tensions ran high on the Fortitude as they awaited Terran reinforcements which were already twenty-four hours overdue already. 
 
    “Where in God’s name are they?” Zach lambasted the tactical officer, “they were meant to be here a day ago.” 
 
    The Terrans didn’t have much, their projection of power was a mere illusion, a puffing out of the chest by a civilization that had sustained immense casualties both to their civilian population and military. What they did have, though, were untold millennia of experience fighting wars and an innate aptitude for destruction that would serve them well. 
 
    “How many ships are we bringing, anyway?” asked Sean as he circled around the officer’s pit, “I know some more ships have left their berthing since we’ve been away, but it still can’t be many, right?” 
 
    “Six, seven, eight?” Zach shrugged, “nothing compared to what’s out there, that’s for sure.” 
 
    In the days prior, vessels from the allied races had begun to assemble above Desciea. The Jaconians, a minor race by most standards, had brought over fifty warships and the story was the same with the Kesken, Theran, and Chaek. With those four alone their fleet totalled around two hundred, a spectacular sight to witness as they sat in formation above the planet.  
 
    The Fre, though, had remained non-committal. The Fre woman, who still hadn’t properly introduced herself, had assembled a ragtag group of fifteen and a half ships, the half being towed behind another for spare parts. Sean still didn’t fully trust her motives, especially after Zarid’s remonstrations, but she was passionate, and passion was something many lacked when going up against seemingly insurmountable odds.  
 
    The Veterum had done Remulus proud after immense amounts of work on her part. Their fleet, over one-hundred strong, sat away from the others. They interlocked into a tight formation and interlinked all of their ships through a series of wires that shared power, fuel, and ammunition, balancing their supplies equally between the armada. 
 
    “There’s a lot here,” said Sean, “just under three-hundred ships, surely this is enough to take on the Xuron? Screw the Terran ships, let’s get going and end this.” 
 
    “Patience,” Zach said whilst pouring over the endless stream of incoming data, “we’ve got Fez’s ship tracked, he hasn’t moved in days, so the best guess is that he’s repairing.” 
 
    “Himself or his ship?” smirked Sean, happily remembering the damage they had all inflicted to him. 
 
    “Both, probably, but we can’t just rush in there, you know that, we’ve been over this every day, there’s too much at stake to just risk it all with uncoordinated attacks.” 
 
    “I get that, it’s just so frustrating.” Zach smiled to himself, laughing under his breath. “What?” asked Sean. 
 
    “You always were impatient, even as a kid. I remember taking you down to Abbot’s Harbour. The Sun was out, the air was the perfect gentle warmth, and the atmosphere was electric. Naturally, you were the stroppy kid who had been dragged there by his parents and refused to have any fun, sitting by the pool while all the other kids splashed around, you just wanted to go home.” 
 
    Sean laughed, “I remember that, actually, I just wanted to go home and play video games.” 
 
    Zach nodded, “you did, but we talked you around, got you in the pool and you actually started enjoying yourself. But, as you always do, you wanted to ramp it up to the next level and head for the adult slides without anyone knowing where you were..” 
 
    “Well, that was sorta your job…” lamented Sean. 
 
    “Can’t deny that. But after six hours in accident and emergency after you gashed your leg open on a screw I don’t think you ever ran off again. I suppose some lessons are just learnt the hard way.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Sean thoughtfully.  
 
    Sean sat back and thought about his mother, her perfect smile and deep mahogany hair still calmed him to this day, releasing any pent-up frustration or anger he held for the universe. He found himself turning back to her a lot lately, there was so much happening around him and things moved so fast that he found it difficult to keep up, he wished for simpler times, his retirement from the navy already a likely outcome after the war. 
 
    “Sir! Slip signatures two-hundred thousand miles off our port,” tactical advised. 
 
    Zach rose from his seat and slowly ambled around to the tactical monitor, watching on with an eagle-eyed curiosity. Eight tears formed in the distance, their bright blue portals an easy indicator of who it was – Terrans. Eight ships pushed through, their physical form stretched and blurred before coming to an abrupt stop, their exit snapping closed behind with its wasted energy snaking away. 
 
    “Incoming comms request, Captain.” 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    “President Hagen,” Sean said with unrestrained joy, “it’s damn good to see you, Sir.” 
 
    The President, clearly aged from stress since they had last seen him, stood tall and proud. His silver hair sat in a combed-over mess. His navy-blue jacket, decorated from pocket to shoulder with merits and awards, fit snugly on his expanding frame. But, most importantly to Sean, the man matched his own smile, a smile of elation. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Sean. Space has treated you well.” 
 
    “We-l-l, I don’t like to brag,” he laughed. “So, come here often?” 
 
    “Ha!” the President chuckled. “My first time and what a wonderful world it is.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” replied Zach, butting into the conversation, “it’s good to see you, President. That’s quite a fleet you’ve brought with you.” 
 
    On the viewfinder sat eight Terran warships. A carrier, twice the size of any other ship dwarfed all around her. Two destroyers, a cruiser, three frigates, and a second battleship now joined the allied fleet. Sean felt a moment of panic at the thought of everyone else scanning the ships, silently judging their armaments, power output, and shield capabilities if any. The mistrust was soon swept aside, replaced with unfiltered adrenalin at the thought of the first real Terran offensive outside of Sol. 
 
    “It’s what we could muster on such short notice,” Hagen replied, “but, truthfully? It’s about all we would have been able to bring without leaving Sol defenceless.” 
 
    “How is it back there?” asked Sean. 
 
    “It’s getting better. The fear from constant bombardment is fading, people have fallen into a mechanical routine of getting to shelter now in a calm and orderly fashion, although it’s depressing that this is the new reality. Our defences are holding, ground-based mass drivers are coming online by the week, orbital cannons are being rebuilt and retrofitted, and the Citadel is progressing nicely.” 
 
    “The Citadel,” Sean smiled to himself, “she must be years away, yet?” 
 
    “Something like that, she won’t be ready until long after the death of the war, but she is as much a symbol of strength as an actual deterrent.” Hagen moved slowly around his bridge, his hands firmly clasped behind his back. “How is Taris, by the way, I heard about her injuries.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” replied Sean, “she’s still a bit sore and needs more time to heal, but she can just about walk now.” 
 
    “She’s a strong one, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “That she is,” nodded Sean. 
 
    “Zach. I will be inviting all allied races into a conference call within the hour, so be prepared, I’ve heard of the growing impatience and I’m not one for waiting around, if the Ioutions cannot commit to helping to save our little corner of the galaxy then on their head be it. Hagen out.” 
 
    The comms screen closed and left the room filled with an apprehensive silence. Sean and Zach looked towards one another. “Did he just insinuate he’s willing to go to war without the largest navy backing us?” asked Sean. 
 
    “It sounded that way, didn’t it?” replied Zach, the worry obvious in his voice. 
 
    “I said let’s leave the Terran ships, that’s eight ships! Not the two-hundred-plus he’s talking about, that’s just suicide, surely?” 
 
    “You were saying that three hundred was enough earlier!” 
 
    “Yeah, under the assumption the Ioutions would join us if they see us leaving to fight! This is madness, the Xuron will tear us apart.” 
 
    Zach sighed, knowing his son was right but hated that he spoke this candidly in front the crew. “Let’s wait and see what he has to say, shall we? Why don’t you go and spend some time with Taris, I’ll call you when you’re needed.” 
 
    “… Fine.” Sean walked off in a huff and dinged the elevator for the lower decks. It opened this time to calmer hallways. Stains from the horrors that greeted him before were superficially ingrained into the walls where cleaning had been applied at a leisurely rate.  
 
    The doors to the med bay hissed open. Inside, Taris was deep in conversation with a woman to her left who laid deathly still, a brace secured around her neck. Taris smiled as she saw Sean, throwing her legs over the bed with a sharp wince. “You alright?” she asked. 
 
    “I should be the one asking that,” he pulled a chair up and slumped back. 
 
    “It’s your face, you always get that vacant stare when something’s on your mind.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he waved her away. “How’s the back?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at his dismissal knowing there was more to it than that, but she relented, at least for now. “It’s getting there. The wound has almost healed, now it’s all about being able to move without wanting to scream and feeling as if a hot knife is twisting about in my lower spine.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun, how long until you’re good to go?” 
 
    “I’m good to go now.” She jumped up off the bed, landing on her feet. She slowly looked up at Sean with her eyes watering and her legs violently shaking. 
 
    “Sit down, now,” the nurse had little patience for her. 
 
    “We’re best friends, really,” she huffed sharply as she sat back, “he likes having me around, it keeps him on his toes, ain’t that right?” 
 
    “Yeah… Something like that,” the nurse replied. 
 
    “Well, either way, there’s a big meeting in an hour or so. Hagen just arrived with the Terran fleet so there’s a conference call with the rest of the allied armada and we’ll see where we go from there.” 
 
    “Joran still not come through for you, eh?” she asked already knowing the answer. 
 
    “I don’t blame Joran, not one bit, I’m sure he’s doing the best he can with what he’s working with. It’s all the other career politicians down there screwing things up, they’d rather wind their necks in and not risk their image rather than do the right thing.” 
 
    “It is how it is,” shrugged Taris sympathetically. “I hate them as much as you do, believe me, they’re a pain.” 
 
    “The entire fleet is restless and we’re all ready to go now, especially with the Terrans finally arriving, but we’re sitting on our hands while the High Priest remains unaware of our plan. Every day we waste is another that our device could be detected, and if that happens, well…” Sean shook his head, “it’ll be a bloodbath.” 
 
    “I know,” she grabbed his hand, “but there’s nothing you can do, these tides move on their own, they’re predictable and slow but they crash against the shore eventually, you just have to wait.” 
 
    Sean gave her a weak smile and placed an accepting hand on her shoulder before leaving the med bay. He wanted to avoid the bridge, at least for now, and instead walked the ship’s hallways deep in thought. The crew he passed were on edge, most had faced conflict before but the Xuron were ruthless and rumours of their brutality had spread across the Terran fleet. 
 
       Deciding to find solitude in the normally empty secondary command post he found Remulus deep in a discussion whilst manipulating a holo space map. She waved him over and he sat beside her while she interacted with senior officers across the Veterum armada. They drew up plans for the forthcoming battle, going over projected losses and their integration into the allied plan. 
 
    At least someone is doing something thought Sean. 
 
     After a brief conversation, she closed the feed and swung her chair around to the stone-faced Human. “It’s good to see you, Sean, these are difficult times.” She nervously picked at her fingernails whilst trying to maintain eye contact, something was obviously on her mind. 
 
    “How are you, Rem? You look… I’m not sure.” 
 
    She flashed a smile towards him. “I’m nervous and it’s pathetic.” 
 
    Sean looked at her questioningly. “Pathetic? Why? It’s a completely normal response. I’m quaking in my boots at the thought of taking on the High Priest.” 
 
    “No offence to Humans, but we’ve had a lot of experience dealing with the Xuron, we’ve done this before, I should be calm, collected, but look at me, I’m a nervous wreck that’s… scared.” She sat up as if realising something within herself, something deeper. “I’m scared, and it feels good to admit it. The thought of losing everything and everyone just brings me to my knees. It’s been a magical time since you rescued me from that cryostasis pod and I don’t want it to end.” 
 
    He looked at the emotional Veterum and empathised. He was nervous, frustrated, but now he wondered if these were just masks hiding the fact he was utterly petrified of the outcome if they didn’t succeed. “I know, Rem, believe me, I know,” he laid a calming hand on hers, “we’re all scared, it’s normal, it’s how we channel those emotions that can change the tide of battle. Grab that emotion by the throat and use it, use it to keep the ship safe, use it to keep yourself safe, it’s the only thing we can do.” 
 
    She nodded, obviously suppressing a further flood of emotions. “Thanks,” she managed, “it means a lot coming from you.” 
 
    Sean knew what she meant and smiled warmly. “Another time, another place,” he shrugged 
 
    Leaving before things got too complicated he found Zarid’s shuttle in a hanger bay alcove. Its two side doors were swung open creating a large opening. Inside, the Fre sat around a small halogen burner with his ‘wife’ and daughter cooking a fragrant stew. 
 
    “Ah, Sean, come, come, we have a spare seat,” smiled Zarid, pulling over a small wooden box. 
 
    “Hey, it’s cosy in here,” he looked around at the decorative silk throw overs which hung from the wall. Half-melted candles sparkled in the general dimness of the interior and a bowl of incense burnt in the corner which was masked by the broth which boiled in front of him. 
 
    “It’s nice, your people have been very welcoming and given us many exciting and interesting gifts,” the wife half smiled. “I’m Corsica, by the way, it’s nice to finally meet the man Zarid speaks so highly of.” 
 
    Sean looked towards Zarid with a raised eyebrow. “Oh, he speaks highly of me, does he? That’s a shame, I only have horrible things to say about him.” The young child giggled to herself, a laugh that infected Sean immediately washing away the fear he carried so heavily on his shoulders. “So, I don’t mean this to sound horrible, but what are your plans? Things will be ramping up within the next few hours for us to leave I assume. I take it someone has briefed you all on what’s to come?” 
 
    “They have,” Corsica nodded. “We’ve spent a long time as a family discussing it and we think it would be better if we stayed on Desciea, at least for now.” 
 
    Sean knew it was the right decision, a parent’s natural drive is to protect their children at all costs, but he couldn’t hide his disappointment. “You too, Zarid?” 
 
    The Fre man showed genuine emotion, letting out a long sigh. “Yeah, I’m afraid so big man, this is my last stop. I’m not needed around here, especially not with what’s coming up, that is unless you plan on jumping into another Xuron ship?” 
 
    Sean laughed. “Let’s hope not!” 
 
    “Exactly. As much as it pains me to say it… I think this is goodbye.” 
 
    Sean knew it had been coming for a while, but there was no way to predict the five stages of grief all flooding through him in a single emotional dump. They had shared a lot and forged many memories together, saying goodbye was something he knew would happen, but for it to happen now was a punch in the gut. “I’m sad to see you leave,” said Sean, holding his emotions back, wanting nothing more than to shed a tear at losing a friend, possibly forever, “but I understand your decision, you gotta do what’s right for you and your family, I’d probably do the same in your boots.” Sean got to his feet, holding out a hand for the Fre to meet. Instead, Zarid got to his feet, pushed the hand to one side and pulled Sean in for a tight embrace.  
 
    “It’s been a wild ride,” said Zarid, his voice cracking, “I’m gonna miss it.” 
 
    “And we’re gonna miss you,” Sean stepped back, slowly realigning his emotions. “You’re all always welcome back anytime, hell, if you ever wanted to settle on Earth I’ll put in a good word for you.” 
 
    “The first Fre residents on Earth, sounds like fun,” smiled Zarid, “maybe we’ll take you up on that offer, who knows.” 
 
    Sean slowly nodded before turning and banging twice on the hull. “I’ll catch you all later.” 
 
    With that he left the Fre travellers alone, knowing he had lost a valuable member of his team and someone he had grown close to since Zarid had saved them from the ambush on Emeio. The more he thought about it the more it tore at him, he knew there was every chance he would lose everyone after the upcoming confrontation, not necessarily through their demise but each person had important roles to play elsewhere. Remulus with the Veterum, Taris with the Ioution High Council, if they had their way, and his father with the fleet. Time was precious, so he made his way back to the bridge with slumped shoulders and an unmistakable frown. 
 
    The bridge doors receded to the noise of Joran on the main screen. Zach pointed his finger furiously towards the camera, his voice raised higher than it had been in a long while. “You’re really leaving us all out to dry?” he roared, the fury obvious in his shaking, clenched fists, “the allies you’ve spent centuries cultivating are thrown in the gutter like they never existed. The High Council are an abomination to what this community could be, it’s disgusting and downright cowardly.” 
 
    Sean stepped beside his father, an eyebrow firmly raised. Zach paid him no attention, though, as his nostril flared and the red in his face grew. “What’s wrong?” asked Sean. 
 
    “Your friends at the High Council have decided not to help,” Zach turned to him, “they’ve shown their true colours in the galaxy’s greatest hour of need. They’d rather leave us all to die just so they can prove that they were right.” 
 
    “Joran?” Sean looked at the screen, “is that right?” 
 
    The Ioution man sighed. “Not in as many words, but yes, the High Council have decided against aiding in your operation.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “They feel the risks are too great for the potential reward and believe it would not be the end of the Xuron.” 
 
    “Of course it won’t be the end,” Sean frowned, sharing his father’s frustration, “the Xuron will live on. The idea was to fracture them so they’re no longer one cohesive entity that we have to deal with. If they’re broken down into smaller chunks they can be dealt with easier and, hopefully, will become little more than scattered pockets of insignificant vermin.” 
 
    “You do not have to convince me, Sean, I’m on your side. But saying that, there’s little more I can do to help, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Well, that’s it then,” moaned Sean, “this entire thing wasn’t worth the effort, Taris could have, and nearly did, die for this plan, Joran. I know you tried your best but I can’t say that I’m not disappointed.” 
 
    “I can’t say that I am not, either,” replied Joran sombrely, “all I can do now is wish you luck on whatever comes next, I’m sure you’ll find a way, and who knows, taking a leap of faith sometimes pays off. Joran out.” 
 
    Sean and Zach looked at one another in complete dismay. Their will and energy drained from their bodies. “What now?” asked Sean, defeated. 
 
    “Now… Now we do what we always do, we get on with it. We don’t give up when pushed to the ground, no, we pull ourselves up and keep on fighting. We Humans are reckless yet calculated, facile yet ambitious, and we most certainly don’t listen when someone tells us no. If the Ioutions are too weak, too afraid, to stand up and make a change then so be it, we’ll do it our God damned selves and lead this march on its first steps towards a better future.” 
 
    An ear to ear smile slowly spread across Sean’s face as adrenaline rushed through his extremities. He placed a hand on his dad’s shoulder, “you’re God damned right,” he looked him dead in the eyes, a son proud of what his father had become. Sean faced the captivated bridge officers, “we wait for no one. This is our time, our place. We’re not going to let these Xuron bugs step all over us, are we?” 
 
    “No sir!” the room erupted.  
 
    “Well then, let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” 
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THE TRODDEN PATH
  
 
      
 
    It had been an hour filled with heated debate amongst the allied fleet. Initially, stomachs were weak with the thought of entering the fray without Ioution assistance, but Sean and Zach turned them around, transforming the fragile and uncoordinated fleet into a powerful synchronised machine. They now sat in arrowhead formations with carriers from each race flanked by scores of their battleships and cruisers. 
 
    President Hagen had transferred overall command to Zach, not an Admiral by rank but he would lead the complex assault and decide the Armada's fate. A constant stream between him and the others was left open so dialogue could easily flow and they all had one thing in common – Excitement. Everyone could feel it coming from the Terrans to the Kesken, this was it, the finale, the swan song of their futures. 
 
    “Tactical, give me a readiness check,” barked Zach, leaning back in his seat. 
 
    “Veterum ships are almost in position, Sir. We’re waiting on the last few then we’re good to go.” 
 
    Zach impatiently thumped the tips of his fingers against the armrest, watching the tactical overview as signatures danced around one another in a calculated ballet of motion. Sean paced around the bridge, his arms firmly crossed as he looked over everyone’s shoulders, bothering them every few seconds as his nerves came fully to bare. 
 
    “Calm down, Sean,” said Zach, “come, take a seat and have a tea.” 
 
    Reluctantly he rounded the bridge and slumped back, sipping on the hot liquid. “This is it,” he said, looking down. 
 
    “This is it,” repeated Zach. “You ready?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ready.” 
 
    “Then so am I.” 
 
    “Veterum ships are reporting ready, Sir. All ships are green,” tactical said. 
 
    Zach sat up, putting his drink to one side before grabbing the inter-fleet communicator. “This is Captain Zachary Burton of the Terran Fleet vessel Fortitude,” he announced over the secure fleet wide comms. “All the battle groups have now formed up. Your final thoughts please.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” the Jaconian admiral said, “thank you for being brave enough to stand up in a moment of darkness. This will be relived in our history books as the day we rid the Galaxy of a brutal enemy. Victory will be ours!” The allied commanders mirrored her thoughts and wished each other ‘good hunting’. 
 
    “Thank you,” replied Zach. “Charge slip drives and on my mark, engage.” A familiar build-up of energy vibrated across the entire ship. “Into battle we ride,” Zach whispered to himself. “Calling all fleet vessels – Mark.” 
 
    The vast region of space they occupied suddenly erupted with light. Towering portals of shimmering white tore open opposite the armada. The Theran were the first to go. Their ships pulled away in a blur of motion that was quickly followed by the Fre then the Jaconians. Space around the Veterum ships twisted and contorted, one after the other the hulking structures seemed to ‘drop’ before disappearing to make small jumps so they didn’t outpace the rest of the fleet. Then, in a blinding flash of wasted energy, the Humans, Chaek, and Kesken each left behind the graveyard above Desciea, heading towards another. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A day had passed since they left Ioution space and they quickly neared their destination. Tension had grown across the Fortitude and nerves made the crew jittery. Sean watched the countdown timer tick past twenty minutes until slip exit and was equal parts excited and anxious. He had sat quietly for hours, only muttering single syllable words to his subordinates when asked a question. His nails had been chewed down to a smooth finish and the leather of his chair had started to fade from the constant nervous rubbing.  
 
    Fighters were preloaded into bays and pilots sat in total darkness, only the light of their cabin illuminating the launch tubes. Mass drivers were stocked and loaded with explosive shells as well as missile bays armed with Nightshades. They were ready to engage the moment they left slip space, every second was critical in a surprise attack. 
 
    Taris stepped onto the bridge with an archaic Human crutch under her arm. She limped across the deck and stood beside Sean with an unusually coy smile. 
 
    “What’s that face for?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing at all,” she said. Sean stood and allowed her to sit. “I’m just happy to be here, that’s all.” 
 
    “You’ve got an odd sense of enjoyment, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s that say about you, then?” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    The five-minute warning erupted across the ship. Amber lights gently bathed everything, and a weak, monotonous tone played over the intercom. 
 
    “So, what we all doing later?” ashen faces with strained half smiles turned to Taris. “Let’s all get together for dinner.” 
 
    “Dinner?” Sean laughed, playing along. “Tonight, I fancy a thick cut steak, burnt on the outside but blood red in the middle.” He knew what she was doing, they all did, but, just for that split second all the bridge could think about was that steak. “Maybe some barbeque, coleslaw, sausage, that sorta thing. What about you?” 
 
    She smiled. “Anything. I just want to be back on Earth and eat anything as long as it’s with both of you.” 
 
    “You big fat softy,” Sean teased, placing a loving hand on her shoulder which she gently squeezed.  
 
    “Two minutes, Captain.” 
 
    Those three words snapped them all back to reality. Taris struggled up from the seat, giving a knowing look towards Sean as he sat. Every second was met with a thump from his chest. With less than sixty seconds left everything quickly flashed through his mind. The people he had met. The people he had lost. Fez. Yumie. Baz. They all came crashing back to him in nothing more than the slow batting of an eyelid. 
 
    “Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Exiting!” 
 
    A deafening crack roared across the ship. Immediately, alarms began to blare. “Contacts, Captain!” 
 
    “Get a lock and open fire on whatever’s closest!” 
 
    The Terran ships had burst from slip space a few seconds too early with their inferior technology. But, all around them tears cracked across space and hundreds of ships quickly assaulted their position. Across from them sat their target. It’s behemothic structure eclipsed everything. Around it floated hundreds of Xuron ships, their appendages calmly drifting across space.  
 
    Ten sequential thumps rumbled Sean’s chair. Their mass drivers had opened fire on… something. Missile bays clicked out from the battleship’s superstructure and unloaded an even forty Nightshades armed with phasic warheads. The space between the two opposing armadas was a sight to behold. Reds, greens, blues, purples and every colour in between suddenly erupted towards the unsuspecting enemy. The energy, plasma, and miscellaneous armaments lanced towards their targets in a blinding cacophony of motion that put any Earth stage play to shame. 
 
    The volley was unavoidable. It slammed against the unlucky ships, erupting into a super-hot white flash that forced everyone to avert their gaze. In its fading luminescence sat millions of tiny shards that refracted the weak sunlight that bathed the fleet. Their first volley had inflicted significant damage to over fifty ships targeted, half of those obliterated within an instant. 
 
    “Helm, bring us about fifty degrees to port, relay the message to the rest of the Terran fleet.” 
 
    The small contingent of Earth ships broke off from the rest of the fleet like they had planned. They intended to loop around the High Priest’s ship while the others did the same to eventually encircle it like a trapped animal. 
 
    “Tactical,” Sean could see what was about to happen, “tell the Therans to activate their interdiction fields, target that bastard’s ship, we don’t want him getting away now we’ve come this far.” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” 
 
    Within seconds the nose of every Theran ship blazed a blinding blue. Shimmering waves rippled out from the weapon towards the Xuron fleet creating an ocean of disruption. The hive’s superstructure was engulfed in a fine mist that jammed its ability to enter slip space, forcing it to stay and fight, something they knew would work against the massive vessel. 
 
    The Xuron response was immediate. The vessels on the hive ship’s starboard peeled away, the injured limping slowly behind the one-hundred strong legion that ominously angled themselves towards the allied fleet. Something caught Sean’s eye, though. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Sean sat down and pulled his personal terminal over, closely inspecting the energy readings their sensors gathered. 
 
    “What?” asked Zach. 
 
    “These ships,” he pointed to a terminal screen, “they’re all frigates or smaller. Why would you line up your least effective, most disposable craft on one side? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Hmm, curious,” Zach stared at the monitor, unsure how to respond. “Keep an eye on it, it doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Xuron frigates fired in unison hitting three Jaconian ships. The vessels imploded, their slip drives creating an unstable well in space that dissipated in a burst of white light. 
 
    The Fortitude’s second bank of railguns unleashed their shells followed by sequential broadsides from the majority of the Terran fleet, their impact almost immediate. One after the other the high-velocity slag tore holes through the ships with ease, the Xuron lines popped with the violent explosions that ripped through their ranks, the shockwaves pushing them out of formation and damaging those around them. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Sean punched the air, “now that’s what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Right on cue, though, heavily armoured battleships and carriers crested over the hive ship’s structure, their fragmented bows glowing a luminesce green as if a warning sign to everyone around. 
 
    “Target those ships!” cried Zach, wanting to maintain their momentum, “explosive shells, full volley when ready.” 
 
    From the carriers, a swarm of fighters launched through the translucent shields that covered the hanger bay portals. Thousands of tiny signatures swarmed around their mother ships like agitated bees protecting a queen.  
 
    “Tactical, prime interceptors to launch, go on my order.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Then, as if the baton of war had been dropped on them, the all-encompassing swarm flooded towards them. Zach nodded to tactical and within moments Scimitars pierced out from the Fortitude before zipping away at high speed in a loose formation towards the buzzing cloud. Fighters from other allied ships made an appearance alongside the Terran ships in an attempt to even out the numbers, but they were outgunned three to one, even with all fighters launched from the Human carriers and the like. 
 
    “This is going to be a bloodbath,” said Sean, wincing as he watched the outnumbered allied interceptors speed towards the enemy mass that moved in unison across the void. “Let’s hope they’ve got what it takes.” 
 
    A Xuron battleship and two cruisers peeled away from their formation and headed towards the relatively small Terran fleet. Their noses glowed a menacing green before unleashing a whip of plasma that moved with a ferocious energy.  
 
    “All hands, brace for impact!” Zach yelled over the ship’s intercom. 
 
    Within seconds they were thrown from their seats by the powerful impact of concentrated gases that slammed against their hull. Sean fell forwards, bashing his head against the console while Zach fell to his side, rolling from the Captain’s chair and down the short two steps that led the officer’s pen at the front of the bridge. Slowly, Sean pulled himself up and ran a hand over his forehead, noticing the weak trickle of blood which meandered down from his hairline and dripped from his nose. 
 
    Clearly dazed, Zach rose to his feet and checked his console as a flood of reports filled the screen. Damage to engineering and weapons with scores of casualties fuelled a boiling anger. 
 
    “Look at this!” he roared, “all of this from one volley? We’ve never experienced something like that before.” 
 
    “I suppose the ships guarding the High Priest were always going to be the best of the best, right?” Sean thought aloud, “I still don’t like it, though, there’s… something wrong, I can feel it in my gut.” 
 
    “As I said, keep an eye on it.” 
 
    Zach ordered a second volley of missiles to target the nearest battleship. Its readings were off the scale for a normal Xuron vessel, the vast amount of power and heat it produced could fuel an entire town on Earth of approximately twenty-thousand people. The Nightshades were quickly readied and roared away from them at breakneck speeds, arcing quickly across space. Needles of plasma erupted from the battleship forming a curtain of protection that would neutralise most incoming threats. But three missiles managed to squeeze past, impacting heavily against their reinforced outer armour, causing little more than surface damage. 
 
    “They mitigated the nightshades, sir!” tactical yelled. 
 
    “Switch to phasic warheads and launch another salvo,” Zach calmly replied. 
 
    Slowly, the allied forces seemed to be gaining the upper hand. The heavy Xuron reinforcements had fully revealed themselves and sat above the hive ship firing down on the weaker ships of the Theran, trying to break the High Priest free from their grasp. Kesken and Chaek ships had formed a literal barrier to block the incoming attack, sacrificing themselves so the interdiction didn’t break.  
 
    But, with the actions of a few, the fate of many was decided. 
 
    “Sir, I’m detecting a large build-up of energy from within the core of the allied fleet.” 
 
    Zach raised an eyebrow. “Origins?” 
 
    “Scanning… It’s the Fre, Sir, their ships are emitting a vast amount of energy.” 
 
    “Captain…” Sean quickly stood, “I think that feeling I had is…” 
 
    Sean was cut off by the tactical officer. “Critical mass, Sir! The Fre slip reactors are about to lose containment!” 
 
    Zach sprinted back to his seat, picking up the communicator. “This is Captain Burton, the Fre ships are suffering a containment loss, ensure you move…” 
 
    He was cut off by five mammoth explosions that erupted from the centre of the allied formation. The boiling ball of flame and superheated plasma quickly expanded, engulfing the entire armada. Ships were thrown like stones across a pond by the massive shockwave that ripped across subspace before being suppressed by the encompassing vacuum. The blinding light receded, leaving behind a graveyard of tumbling debris and partially destroyed vessels that drifted without power. 
 
    “What…” Sean stumbled as a heavy tremor rumbled across the Fortitude like a deep earthquake, “what the hell was that!?” 
 
    Zach looked around the bridge at the absolute horror on the faces of the once confident and upbeat crew. “How… many did we lose?” 
 
    The tactical officer slowly turned, the blood drained from his shocked features. “Fifty confirmed destroyed… Reports are still coming in, though. Our own estimates put it closer to one-hundred-and-twenty.” 
 
    “A hundred and twenty!” Sean roared. “That’s more than a third of the entire fleet! We can’t deal with those loses.” 
 
    “Captain, we have a buffered transmission from the Fre before the explosions, likely their last moments,” the comms offer spoke solemnly.  
 
    Zach slumped back into his seat, “on screen.” 
 
    At the front of the bridge a video message from a Fre woman, the same who attended the meeting of the races, was displayed. She sat alongside two others, each smiling menacingly towards the camera.  
 
    “Zachary Burton, if you’re receiving this message then congratulations, you have managed to find and corner the Xuron hive ship. I know how much work you and your people put into this so enjoy a quiet moment of pride.” She paused, almost sneering at the camera. “Unfortunately for you, your trust was earnt too easily, your idyllic Human dreams allowed us to move through your ranks unabated while we waited for the right moment to strike. And today is that day. In ten minutes we will overload our slip drives causing a massive chain reaction that will decimate your fleet, bringing a halt to this crusade of yours. The Fre did this. The Fre demand proper authority in the galaxy and to not be treated as second-class citizens, something you nor the Ioutions are willing to do. It’s a shame, though, your race could have been the one to change things but it’s too little too late. Good luck, Captain, and may I see you in another life.” 
 
    The revelation silenced the room, a single question on everyone’s mind – Why? 
 
    There was little time for introspection as incoming rounds continued to crash against their weakening hull. Zach broke from his malaise and took charge. “Tactical, Terran damage report.” 
 
    “The Yonder, a type-II frigate, has irreparable damage to her engines with others sustaining some superficial attrition, Sir.” 
 
    “Good,” he checked the fleet’s position, “instruct all ships to advance on the hive ship, mark it as the main target, ignore everything else, we must destroy that or all of those lives were for nought.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    Energy roared through the ship as power was pushed towards the engines. The remaining Terran vessels hunted as a pack, advancing quickly on their prey as the mist of interdiction around their target slowly faded, the small fairy-like dust particles popping out of existence from the heavy damage caused by the explosions to the main armada. 
 
    “Pull all Scimitars away from protection duty, tell them to focus fire on the priest’s rear engines, we can’t let them get away,” Sean felt victory was quickly slipping from their grasp. 
 
    Hundreds of miles off their port side, the nimble fighters pulled away from the dogfight that they had been caught up in. They became easy targets for the Xuron who picked them off as they sped towards their new objective. They had lost a quarter of their contingent to the plan, and another quarter of that to casualties, but the birds roared past in a tight arrowhead formation and powered across space towards the massive hive thrusters which burnt brightly like homing beacons. 
 
    “Let’s hope this works…” Zach said, slowly tapping his foot against the central console, his arms firmly crossed. 
 
    “It will, trust me,” replied Sean, not entirely confident in his own words. 
 
    The formation of fighters quickly approached. Sean unconsciously held his breath, watching the live feed at the front of the room. Then, in a majestic sight, twin lines of plasma erupted from every craft as their wing mounted weapons sparked to life. They concentrated on the thick super-structure which held the engines in place. Plasma splashed off its hardened metal construction but it soon glowed white hot, radiating immense heat. The fighters broke away and circled back, dodging the Xuron fire as they headed for a second attack run. Everyone on the bridge watched, waiting for the thruster to peel away, snapping from its skeleton.  
 
    But it wasn’t to be. 
 
    Sean snatched the communicator, “Nightshades are a go, target the same point, it has to be weak.” 
 
    Scimitars detonated like miniature explosions of colour in the distance as the heavy Xuron fire found its target. The void between them and the Hive ship was suddenly engulfed with the paint strokes of ion trails that came from the erratic paths the smart missiles took. Xuron fighters moved to intercept the incoming missiles and managed to pick at least half off, but the others which got through the desperate protective shield lit up the darkened sky in a bright flash that forced those on the bridge to avert their gaze. 
 
    “Did we get it?” asked Sean, squinting at the screen. 
 
    Once the blinding light faded, what remained was disheartening. The engine remained but its powerful trust was intermittent. Sean slammed a fist down against the terminal and cursed himself, angry that they had sacrificed so many lives on a fool’s errand. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” Zach said, “it was a sound idea.” 
 
    Sean chose to not reply, instead, he thought about the families of the dead they had just left behind.  
 
    Remulus rushed from the elevator. “Captain!” she spoke louder than she had expected, catching herself off guard. 
 
    “Remulus? What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been observing the battle from engineering, I have a plan.” 
 
    Sean looked at her and a sudden glimmer of hope was lit inside him, anything was better than nothing right now. “What is it?” 
 
    “Let me contact the Veterum and tell them to target the superstructure, you’ve seen what we can do when we put out strength into a focused single charge, it can be devastating.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Zach stepped aside, allowing the frantic Veterum to take his seat. 
 
    She spoke with the Veterum fleet, a fleet which had sustained light losses but heavy damage. After much back and forth she convinced them to try her plan. “They’re going to try it, all we can do now is survive and wait,” she said, nervously aware of the great risk involved. 
 
    The Veterum ships immediately broke away from the battered allied fleet. Pulsing Xuron weapons fire sparked towards them, splashing against their powerful protective shielding which faltered for a moment before coming back online. As they moved, a tangle of thick cables erupted from the starboard of each vessel before worming their way towards the ship beside them, slotting into an exposed hole. Before long, a ring of ships had connected together with each linking to a single central ship. Power coursed across the cables and towards the target weapon, a glowing prism, which sat alone in the eye of the vertical ring. It began to spark a violent purple as the energy overloaded its system. But, as if reaching a critical mass, the build-up lashed out from its pointed nose as a devastating bolt of lightning that arced across space. It randomly jumped from point to point before reaching the hive ship’s rear engine, impacting it with a thunderous clap. 
 
    Veterum ships within the ring exploded from the sudden surge of power. It caused a chain reaction destruction that spread through the cables, the back surge of energy overloading every ship it entered. Smartly, the militaristic creatures detached themselves from the shared network, but not before over half of their fleet laid decimated. 
 
    They watched the engine as it spluttered then suddenly cut out. Then, with the gentle nudge of expectation, the massive thruster detached from the priest’s ship and was left behind as the hive ship lurched away with only a single engine weakly glowing in the dark. 
 
    “Yes!” Remulus punched the air. 
 
    “We still aren’t clear,” Zach reminded them, stumbling forwards from another resonating blast, “the Theran are almost unprotected, we need to get back there and stop them from being destroyed, if we lose them we lose everything.” 
 
    The Terran ships turned away from the hive ship in unison and accelerated towards the crippled fleet. Xuron fire from their slowly dwindling numbers chased the Fortitude as she returned fire with a broadside from her mass drivers. Smaller or already damage ships were battered into chunks of organic debris that peppered the remaining Xuron battleships. The battlefield had become a graveyard, the tortured wreckage of war tumbling together as nothing more than obstacles. 
 
    “Sir, two minutes until we re-join the fleet. The Jaconians are being forced to retreat leaving the Therans exposed. What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Divert power from weapons to the engines and alert the fleet, we need to protect those interdiction ships.” 
 
    The entire structure of the Fortitude groaned, squealing like a pig at the extra stress exerted on her already battered and broken frame. A light shuddering infected the bridge, rocking everyone gently in their seats as they accelerated. Sean looked towards Zach with a raised eyebrow as if to say are we really doing this? 
 
    “Sixty seconds until we’re in position.” 
 
    “Captain!” the tactical officer cried, “the Regal is emitting erratic power readings, they’re slowing down but veering drastically off course.” 
 
    Zach rushed to the front of the bridge, “was the push too much for them?” 
 
    “It looks that way, Sir. Their course is troubling, they’re headed right for the Theran fleet.” 
 
    “What!?” roared Sean. 
 
    “Sir! Incoming transmission… It’s from the Regal.” 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    A man, his uniform battered the same as the bridge which exploded with flames behind him, appeared. “We’re going down, Zach, we’ve tried to correct our course but we’ve lost directional thrust,” there was a fatalistic pause as the man looked directly into the camera, “you have to stop the Regal reaching those ships, do whatever you deem is necessary.” 
 
    Zach hesitated, his mind taking a second longer to process what the man had just said. He looked down at tactical’s console and noted the erratic course of the Regal. Frozen, he couldn’t speak, couldn’t decide what to do. He turned to Sean, his eyes wide and paralysed. 
 
    “Make a choice!” yelled Sean, “we need to do something!” 
 
    Zach again looked down at the console, shaking his head, “I can’t… I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Target the Regal!” barked Sean, looking directly into his father’s eyes, “arm two Nightshades and fire when ready, we cannot let them destroy our only advantage.” 
 
    The entire bridge was hesitant, uneasy with the orders to destroy one of their own. But, reluctantly the tactical officer armed the weapons and gained a target. “Sir?” he asked the ultimate question, wanting to give Sean a chance to back out of his decision. 
 
    For a second, he hesitated. “Do it.” 
 
    Two Nightshades were launched. The entire crew watched in silence as they arrowed towards the damaged frigate. Sean closed his eyes and turned away, unable to look. But, the collective gasps forced him to turn back, his anger suddenly flaring. “What happened!” 
 
    “The Nightshades were intercepted, Sir, the Xuron got to them first!” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    As if in slow motion, they watched as the Regal tractored toward the defenceless Theran. The alien ships powered their engines and tried to get out of the way. But, the Terran ship ploughed through the nearest vessel, tearing it completely in half. One half tumbled away, hitting another Theran while the Regal violently exploded, damaging everything around it. 
 
    Instantly, the interdiction field which enveloped the High Priest’s ship faded, freeing it from its binding chains. “Sirs, there’s an immense build-up on the hive ship, it looks like they’re charging their slip drives… We’re going to lose them.” 
 
    Sean slumped back, completely and utterly defeated. A crushing hand of failure squeezed his chest, forcing his breaths to become quick and shallow. Instinctively, he gripped tightly to the armrests, staring off into the nothingness of the void which slowly swallowed him.  
 
    “Sean!” a distant voice echoed beside him. “Sean!” it rang out again, louder this time. 
 
    He looked around and Taris stood above him, shaking his shoulders. The sight eased his pain, if only a little, but it was enough to kick-start his mind and snap him back to some semblance of reality. “What can we do?” he asked, “it’s over. We lost.” 
 
    “There has to be something,” Zach mumbled, “we can’t let him escape, this was meant to be it, the start of a new life for everyone.” 
 
    “There’s nothing,” Sean moaned, “this is it. The most we can do is tackle this head on and put up a fight to the last and hope we get lucky.” 
 
    Zach paused, looking up at Sean with a glint in his eye. “Tackle it head-on…” he trailed off, “that’s a great idea.” He rounded the room and stood beside the Captain’s terminal before making an address to the entire ship. “This is Captain Zachary Burton. Things have not gone as well as we had hoped, and our main line of attack has been cut off… We’re left with only one option – To ram them head-on.” 
 
    “What!” roared Sean, to which Zach waved away his protests. 
 
    “Anyone who wishes to abandon ship, the escape craft are being prepped as I speak, get yourselves towards the carrier to be shuttled home to fight another day. Anyone who wishes to stay and help until the final moments will be remembered in history. Zach out and Godspeed.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious, right?” Sean paused, “we’re ramming them head on?” 
 
    Zach ignored him. “Tactical, relay my plans to the fleet, see who we have on board.” 
 
    “Aye… Sir.” 
 
    “Zach!” roared Sean, “are we doing this or what!?” 
 
    “Yes!” Zach shouted at him, the anger and worry obvious in his voice. “You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to, get yourself and the others to an escape shuttle, this isn’t a place for the young like you, you need to use this as fuel to carry on fighting. Get back to Earth and get things done.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “GO!” yelled Zach, pointing to the elevator. Sean stood frozen, completely paralysed at what his father had said. “I’ll… Be right behind you. Now, please, just go…” 
 
    Sean was torn between staying and leaving as the world shrunk around him, pressuring him into a decision. 
 
    “Sean,” Taris said calmly, “we need to leave. It’s over. There’s nothing we can do now.” 
 
    “I know…” he whispered, his head dropped, “we failed…” 
 
    “There’s still a tomorrow if we leave now.” 
 
    Sean looked at his father. “You better be right behind us.” 
 
    “I will be, I promise.” 
 
    Sean gave him an unenthused smile, unsure if he fully believed him, but after all they had been through, the least he could do was extend a modicum of trust.  
 
    Sean, Taris, Remulus, and some of the unessential bridge crew crammed into the elevator. The mechanical noises around him were distant, subdued. Everyone stood together in a deathly silence that crushed their spirits. The doors opened to the hangar deck and all around them people rushed towards the shuttles which quickly zipped along the loading lines overhead. Sean felt the weight of indecision hold him back. He wanted to stay but was torn between life or death. 
 
    “XO Maguire plus your contingent, over here, sir,” a deckhand waved them over. 
 
    A special shuttle sat waiting for them, equipped with thick armour and Ioution stealth technology, something he had little trust in. 
 
    “It will be alright, Sean,” Taris said, placing her hand on top of his on the armrest, “your dad knows what he’s doing. We’ll be back on Earth in no time.” 
 
    Sean flashed a weak smile towards her, but nothing would free him from the terror of leaving his father to an uncertain fate. 
 
    “Is everyone ready back there?” the pilot yelled. 
 
    The ramp sucked shut with a morbid finality. The atmosphere was cycled and the small craft was gripped and lifted into the inner workings of the Fortitude. Darkness encompassed them all as they sat waiting, the electric whine of the launch rails focusing their thoughts until a sudden burst of thrust catapulted them from the ship. 
 
    “Look,” Taris pointed out one of the portholes. The scene was chaotic. Escape shuttles continuously launched from the battleship, bolting towards the carrier which sat behind the remaining Veterum ships. Scimitars tried to protect the escaping crew from Xuron fighters, but some were not so lucky. The shuttles proved to be easy targets for the nimble enemy craft to track and intercept, a short flash of an explosion the only evidence that another group of lives had been lost. 
 
    Sean watched as the Fortitude came about and increased speed towards the hive ship. It was quickly joined by three other Terran vessels and a small contingent of allied ships all willing to give their lives to finish what they had started. Unconsciously, he bit his lip as the battering ram’s rear engines increased thrust throwing the ship to maximum velocity. It drew near and Sean’s heart stopped, the moment lasting forever. 
 
    But, a sudden outburst from the cockpit drew his attention. 
 
    “Slip signatures behind our fleet!” the pilot yelled, weaving the shuttle between the debris in their path. 
 
    Sean quickly craned his face around the porthole on the other side. In the distance, a swarm of shimmering portals sat away from the allied fleet like azure diamonds against the black void. His eyes grew wide with hope and his heart raced. 
 
    “It can’t be… Could it!?” 
 
    Crashing from the portals came a horde of Ioution vessels. Their incoming signatures endlessly populating the shuttle’s scans. One-hundred. Two-Hundred. Three. Their numbers quickly swelled as the ships completely surrounded the already faltering Xuron fleet. 
 
    “It’s them!” Sean clasped the pilot’s shoulder as he looked through the wide cockpit window, “the Ioutions are here!” 
 
    Immediately a field of interdiction was placed on the hive ship, forcing its slip engines to power down. Sean smiled at the sight of the blue energy field that coursed over the superstructure. But, a thought soon crossed his mind. 
 
    “Pilot! Advise the Fortitude to pull out, help has arrived!” 
 
    Adrenalin injected itself into his veins as he watched the suicidal charge towards the priest’s ship. “Pull up… come on damn you… pull up!” Sean shouted at his twisted reflection in the cockpit glass. 
 
       But they were dangerously close, less than thirty seconds away from becoming a mere historical statistic. 
 
       At the last possible opportunity, the manoeuvring thrusters on the allied ships wrenched them into a last-second violent ascent. The hive ship’s point defences chased the fleeing ships and destroyed a Kesken frigate with a direct hit to its drive chamber. The cataclysmic explosion masked the others escape as the Ioution cavalry closed in and opened fire on the only target that mattered – The High Priest’s ship.  
 
    Sean looked on, overawed with the firepower the reluctant aliens had brought. Xuron fighters tried to intercept the streams of energy that lashed at their flagship, but they were quickly dispatched by the coordinated fleet, exploding into a mist of green fog that washed across the battlefield. 
 
    “Would you look at it,” Sean’s nose was firmly pressed up against the shuttle’s window, “it’s absolutely insane.” 
 
    “I wonder if Joran convinced them,” asked Taris. 
 
    Sean quietly nodded to himself, smiling, hopeful that the old Ioution was nearby. He slumped back into his seat as a powerful serenity washed over him. Out the window, the quickly fading pops of the Xuron fleet exploding was a welcome sight, a sight that brought an inevitability of their impending victory. There was little he could do but sit back and wait for the final light show as their shuttle slowly made its way towards the carrier. 
 
    The Ioution ships surrounded the High Priest, systematically destroying its defences and targeting the hanger bays giving the troublesome fighters no chance to refuel or rearm. Zach had brought the Fortitude back around and opened fire with devastating broadsides on the remaining enemy ships which still tried to put up a fight. But it was no use. The battle had turned in their favour and there was no way back for the Xuron and their ambitions now. 
 
    “Sean!” cried Remulus, “come, look.” 
 
    Pockets of green liquid slowly began exploding out from the weakening organic bulkheads within the superstructure. These quickly tore along the hull like quakes along the fault lines of Earth before coming to a crescendo as the entire rear of the vessel blew away, its internals trailing behind it like kites in a summers breeze. Once the rear had been exposed, the Terran ships came about before unleashing their entire weapons load in one final, history-making barrage. 
 
    The slugs from the mass drivers tore through the interior of the hive ship like a rock through wet paper. Massive explosions of liquids and gasses clouded everything before a colossal hole blew out its portside signalling its final fate. A powerful blinding white light suddenly forced them to look away as the hive ships slip drive detonated causing an enormous sub-space wave. Sean’s shuttle rocked violently as the distortion passed over and the light imploded. The Priest’s ship had been torn into large burning sections that slowly drifted away from each other, a sight to behold for everyone gathered. 
 
    This forced the few remaining Xuron vessels to think twice and quickly they turned on their heels and slipped away to a destination unknown leaving a silence on board the shuttle that no one wanted to break. 
 
    “Is… it over?” Sean asked, turning to see the stunned faces of those around him.  
 
    Taris slowly approached him, placing both hands on his face before planting a passionate kiss on his lips. “Yes,” she said, stepping back, “it’s over.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to do. A flood of emotions coursed through his veins. He felt happiness at the victory, elation that those he cared about had survived, yet he felt an overpowering need to just cry. He couldn’t make sense of it, after all he had been through why cry? But looking out the window at the graveyard of ships and the tens of thousands of lives that had been sacrificed in the name of something they all believed in brought the purest clarity he had ever felt. 
 
    “We must not forget them,” he said, placing a hand against the cold glass, “they paid the ultimate price to protect our freedom, to protect the lives we all hold so dear. While the war might be over the Xuron aren’t gone, we cannot allow this to happen again… this uncontrolled loss of life threatened to destroy our ideologies of a peaceful, free society.” 
 
    A sombre, thoughtful silence descended upon those in the shuttle as they remembered the lives of the fallen. But, he looked back at them, taking a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “We did it,” a smile gradually built, “we actually did it.” 
 
    A celebratory roar erupted from the crew as relief swept through the cabin. They banked around and entered the carrier, coming to a soft but hurried landing. Waiting for them outside was a small team of medics who paid no attention to their celebrations. 
 
    “Any injured?” asked the female doctor, pulling Sean’s head violently from side to side. 
 
    “Nothing major,” Sean tried to weave past her but was promptly pulled back, a light quickly shone in his eyes. 
 
    “Alright, you’re good to go.” 
 
    “Come on,” he waved, jogging away towards the long stairs which led away from the hangar, “let’s get to the bridge and see Hagen, I’ve gotta speak with Dad.” 
 
    He unconsciously jogged quicker than the others, zipping through the corridors aboard the carrier. Each person he past beamed a wide smile in his direction, making sure to slap him on the back and not break his stride.  
 
    The bridge doors split apart to reveal an aged President Hagen sat beside the admiral. He slowly rose from his seat, grimacing as he did, and made his way towards Sean who stood on the boundary to the bridge. 
 
    “Permission to enter, sir?” Sean saluted. 
 
    “Granted,” Hagen smiled, holding out a hand which Sean firmly met. “It’s good to finally see you again. It’s been too long.” 
 
    “It has,” Sean pulled away and followed the President onto the bridge before shaking the admiral’s hand. “Pretty nifty ship you’ve got here, Admiral.” 
 
    “Pride of the fleet,” she brushed her hand over the gleaming aluminium of the central console, “sorry to take the Fortitude’s spot, she’s a fine vessel herself.” 
 
    “That she is. Hey, I don’t suppose I can use your comms to contact her, can I? I should let the Captain know we’re safe…” Hagen chuckled to himself, waving towards the comms console before a video link was established. “Hi.” 
 
    Zach’s face was a picture of happiness at seeing his son. “Everyone made it out alright, then?” 
 
    “Not everyone… Some were intercepted by fighters.” 
 
    “Damn…” he slumped into his seat, letting out a weary sigh. “That was close, though, too close for comfort.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hey, look, I’ll take the shuttle back over within the hour and we can have a proper chat then. I… Yeah, I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    With that, the comms line was closed. Sean sat back, puffing out his cheeks before standing. “You’re more than welcome to spend the rest of your time aboard if you’d like, XO Maguire,” the Admiral said, “we’ll be heading home within the next twelve hours so there’s plenty of time to decide.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll get back to the Fortitude soon, home comforts and all that.” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. 
 
    Sean made his way back to the hangar where the rest of the team stood waiting after taking care of what they needed to. Taris held out both arms and wrapped them around his neck, pulling him in tight. “We’ve done something great today,” she muttered. 
 
    “We have,” he looked deep into her eyes, “what now, though?” 
 
    She pulled away a little, thinking to herself. “Now we have time off to experience what the galaxy has to offer? There’s so much to see, so much to do. The Cliffs of Nebra. The green pools on Gazillium-III. The quad stars in Aeo’Iox…” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” He put an arm around her shoulder and herded her up into the shuttle, taking a seat and stretching his legs out. “Let’s get back home first, though, I’m not taking anything for granted yet.” 
 
    They returned to the Fortitude and were greeted enthusiastically by the few brave crew that had remained on board. All non-essential systems had been shut down so walking the cold empty hallways became eerily unsettling. The general ambient noise of a functioning battleship was replaced with low menacing pulses of the slip drive coursing through the bulkheads.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Taris. 
 
    He didn’t reply. Instead, the doors opened to the bridge and he slowly walked towards Zach before pulling him into a tight embrace. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you too,” Zach said. 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” Sean said struggling to control his emotions. 
 
    “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” Zach smiled.  
 
    “Sir, incoming Ioution transmission,” the comms officer calmly announced. 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    “Joran, you sly dog, you managed to convince them,” Sean said excited by his friend’s success. 
 
    “Not entirely,” he chuckled, “what we have here is technically a coup I suppose, the navy and military acted against the government’s wishes and came as soon as I alerted them of your situation. Naturally, they didn’t want to miss the action so here we are, although it looks like we missed a lot.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah… We totally had it under control. We were about to land the final blow… It was a breeze.” 
 
    “I bet,” the alien smiled. “It’s good to see you all so well, but your ship looks to have taken some structural damage, we could assist with repairs?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Zach stood, “thanks. Our crew should be back in the next few hours then we’ll head back to Terranus.” 
 
    Joran gently bowed. “You have won the hearts and minds of citizens across the allied planets. The Ioution council are curious and the people excited to meet such a steadfast and innovative race.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Zach, “but there’s a lot of work still to do, this is far from over and the long-term benefits won’t become prevalent for many, many years.” 
 
    “I can appreciate the pragmatism of your wise words, Captain. This day will be remembered in Ioution history and we will be forever in your debt. Although…” 
 
    “Here it comes,” thought Sean. 
 
    “We suspect the Xuron tentacles have reached far into uncharted space. Beyond the Twelve Stars. We see the future and must remain vigilant as we are but a small alliance in a billion worlds… Good luck my friends. Joran out.” 
 
       “Great,” said Sean “he always did look on the Brightside… let’s go home.” 
 
    With that, the communication was closed. Sean slumped back into his chair and closed his eyes. For the first time in a long while he felt truly at peace, the worries of the past and the future not just distant but gone. His breathing slowed matching the heaviness of his eyes. We did it he thought, we really did it… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25
RISE AND FALL 
 
      
 
    The man that looked back at Sean was a far cry from the one that had stepped off the Fortitude close to two weeks ago now. The bags under his eyes had receded and his skin’s grey colour had rejuvenated giving a healthy glow. He adjusted the tie of his suit in the mirror, pulling the knot up close to his throat before flattening out the crisp white shirt he wore. 
 
    “I hate these things,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Stop complaining – Here,” Taris handed him the jacket to his sharp black suit, “I’ve been waiting on you for too long, we’ve got to leave.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, calm down, we’re not going to be late.” 
 
    A gleaming limousine sat outside, its engine ticking over as the driver patiently waited for the pair. At the sight of them, he rounded the car and opened the rear door for them to take a seat, raising his cap ever so slightly. 
 
    Since returning to Earth their schedule had been packed with interviews with the media, speaking engagements, and school visits. Everyone wanted to know what happened and its gory, intricate details. The truth was Sean didn’t have much desire to share or to relive the war, he had tried his best to compartmentalise it to a deep recess of his mind, but it wasn’t to be. Not that he expected any different, but today marked the final day he had willingly given to sharing what had happened. 
 
    They headed towards the central city, an hour’s drive away with traffic. Sean watched the scarred world pass him by, the charred, pitted land a reminder to what the galaxy was subject to mere weeks ago. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” asked Taris as she examined a chilled a bottle of champagne. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, it’s nothing, just thinking about what we’re gonna do next, that’s all.” 
 
    “Take the next shuttle off Earth,” she sipped at the drink, recoiling at first but then enjoying her effervescent encounter. “Take a damn holiday, we deserve one.” 
 
    “That we do,” he smiled weakly, returning his gaze towards the battered landscape. 
 
    Crews worked tirelessly to clean the city streets of the twisted bodies and destroyed buildings, but the destruction couldn’t be so easily covered up. Military checkpoints had been relaxed and curfews softened the further they got from the last attack, but the feeling of entrapment was fresh in the civilian psyche. 
 
    Curious eyes watched as they drove past, a mixture of happiness and gratitude at what they had done was laced with equal measures of contempt and anger at what they had put the planet through. Rallies, often on opposite sides of a street, cheered and bemoaned the same thing, one side welcoming alien allies to Earth while the other wanted the government to isolate and insulate themselves from the outside world. 
 
    Pandora’s box had been opened, though, and there was no shutting it now. 
 
    They pulled into the temporary government HQ, waiting in line behind a long queue of limos as people far more important than Sean stepped up into the brilliantly white, marbled building. Their turn soon came, though, and as they pulled up a man opened their door. 
 
    “Welcome Mr Maguire and Taris of Desciea. If you would be so kind to enter the reception hall where you will be greeted by the President.” 
 
    Ascending the steps, Sean nudged his companion. “Taris of Desciea, eh? How very formal, especially for you.” 
 
    She waved him away. “It’d be nice if they got my planet of birthright, just once, Taris-Daeuis-Vetra, it’s always the second part!” 
 
    “The only time I’ve seen that was in the communique we got about your debts on Goriumax, I doubt even your dad knows your full name.” 
 
    With little more than a dismissive grunt, she ran up the stairs and entered the building. Inside, a large gathering of people bustled around high tables sipping at tall, crystal glasses while sampling the spread of entrées that was laid out against the wall. There was nowhere he felt more out of place than here, but his presence had hushed the room and they soon gathered a crowd of curious onlookers. 
 
    “How does it feel to be home?” 
 
    “Is this the last we see of the Xuron?” 
 
    “What comes next for humanity now we know we’re not alone?” 
 
    The bombardment of questions was too much. He froze on the spot, looking back at the expectant dignitaries scrutinising his every response. “I…” he muttered, “I think we’re safe, at least for now, there’s always more we can do but everyone deserves a little ‘R and R,’ at least for a few weeks. Now, I’ll see you all at the ceremony later.” 
 
    After shaking the hands of those near him, he made his way through the crowd, grabbing the nearest flute of drink and downing it in one. “You should be happy,” said Taris, casually strolling up beside him. “This is partly your day, remember? It’s not often someone receives the world’s highest commendation, you should be proud.” 
 
    “I am,” he put his glass down beside him, “I’m really proud, but it’s just all a bit much.” 
 
    “Earth needs this release, it’s like the ending of a book, being able to close it and put it back on your shelf is a satisfying feeling. This is that ending, a bookmark in history that signifies the start of a new chapter for all.” 
 
    “I know you’re right, I’ve just had enough of it, that’s all.”  
 
    Weaving through the crowd, Zach eased his way around senators deep in conversation and puffed out his cheeks before grabbing a drink and also downing it in one, much to the delight of Taris. “Alright you two, how’s it going?” 
 
    “He’s got his big boy angry face on,” said Taris, pinching Sean’s cheek, “baby needs his rest.” 
 
    “He’ll be alright,” Zach replied, “he’s always been moody at events whether it’s a birthday party or a wedding, once he’s had a couple of beers he’s dancing on tables and everyone’s friend.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Taris turned her head towards Sean, a playful smirk on her face, “now that I’d like to see.” 
 
    As Sean was about to reply, President Hagan entered the room, his mere presence silencing the excitable conversation. “Thank you all for coming,” be begun, “to say it’s been a long couple of years is an understatement. This world has suffered much throughout her long and storied history. Famine. Plague. War. But every time we recovered. Every time we grew stronger, together. The losses of this war are astronomical, millions of civilians and military personnel paid the ultimate price for our freedoms. A freedom to think independently. A freedom to act independently. And a freedom to speak without persecution. I’d like if everyone gathered took just a moment of silence to remember those who we lost.” 
 
    Sean gently lowered his head, the same as the others around him. They remained deathly silent, the weight of the losses crushing down on them all, every one wishing they could have done more. His mind turned to those he had lost. Fez. Baz. The Arrakis crew. All were like family to him. The friends who he had met and parted ways with such as Remulus and Zarid who had both returned to their own lives far, far away. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hagan continued. “As we remember the fallen, we must also celebrate those who made it back home after risking their lives for us all. A selection of the men and women who stood on the frontlines are with us tonight, and I would like to take this time to award them with their own individual commendations. But, there is one who stood out in this time of need, one who stood further forward on those lines unafraid of the threats that charged him head-on. I think we all know who he is, although he would never admit it himself – Sean Maguire of the Fortitude.” 
 
    The room erupted with thunderous applause. Sean remained motionless as hands patted him on the back congratulating him on his heroic deeds. He felt an imposter amongst those around him, felt he didn’t deserve the recognition. But, a firm push from Taris towards the steps forced him into the spotlight, a place he was wholly uncomfortable. 
 
    He ascended the stairs and came to a stop beside Hagen who held his hand out. Sean met it with a weak shake and was caught off guard by the flashes that came from the gathered press below. He forced a smile for the cameras, knowing these pictures would most likely be on the front cover of every newspaper around the world come morning. 
 
    “Cheer up,” Hagen said through the side of his mouth at a whisper, “I know you don’t want to be here but just give me fifteen minutes, alright?” 
 
    At that, Sean straightened his back and forced the perfect wide smile everyone had gathered to see. 
 
    “Today,” Hagen’s voice boomed across the hall, “I would like to recognise XO Sean Maguire for his bravery and tenacity in the face of evil. He went above and beyond to help not only those around him but those back home, too. From the destruction of the Arrakis to the defeat of the High Priest, he has travelled far and accomplished much. That is why today I would like to award you the highest honour of the land.” 
 
    Hagen’s assistant, dressed in a sharp black suit, passed him a small box. The President snapped it open to reveal a shimmering metallic red rose within. Hagen quickly pinned it to his chest to another round of rapturous applause and a second wave of photos.  
 
    “There are not many alive today that deserve the crimson rose, it is reserved for the very best amongst us, those who would not only dare to dream the impossible but those who actually do the impossible. So, please, give us a few words, Sean.” 
 
    Suddenly, he felt the entire room shift its gaze towards him. Nervously, he shifted on the spot from foot to foot before clearing his throat. “Thank you, President Hagen…” he trailed off, wondering what more he could say. “It’s truly an honour to receive this award, it really is, but those who gave their lives deserve more than I ever will. We can’t get complacent. We’re the newcomers to these new and exciting times we all live in and there is a lot for us all to still learn. Unforeseen dangers lurk around every corner waiting for their chance to strike and take what’s ours. We pushed the Xuron back, but they’re far from gone. We need to spread out from this little corner of the galaxy and see what’s out there, there are many secrets left to uncover and I couldn’t think of a place I’d rather be than helping to further ourselves in the pursuit of the unknown. Thank you.” 
 
    A polite round of applause swept across the room, Sean made his way back to Taris and puffed out his cheeks. “There you go, it’s over with,” she laughed, “wanna get back home?” 
 
    “Yeah…” he sighed. But, as he was about to leave he stopped and turned towards his father. “Hey, Za.. Dad, coming back for a few beers and a pizza? She can show you her collections of rocks from every world she’s visited.” 
 
    “Ha!” Zach chuckled, looking at the lurching Ioution to his side. “That sounds… nice, lead the way.” 
 
    The trio weaved their way through the crowd that watched the rest of the presentation and exited to the crisp fresh air and the beating of the perfectly warm midday Sun. “They’re minerals… Not rocks,” she protested. 
 
    Within the hour they were back at their beachside house silently watching the calm waves roll up the golden sands. Taris walked from the house with three bottles of beer in hand, placing them down in front of everyone before sitting back on one of the only chairs that would fit her frame. They sat in a calm silence, sipping on their drinks while allowing the events of the past to slowly fade away to the backs of their minds. 
 
    “So,” Zach said, placing his drink down. “What you two doing tomorrow?” 
 
    Sean and Taris looked at one another before shrugging. “Beers and pizza?” said Taris. 
 
    “Beers and pizza,” nodded Sean. 
 
    “Amen to that,” Zach raised his bottle to the blue sky. 
 
    “Saying that I think we all need a rest, some time to sit back and actually think about what’s happened and what’s to come. It’s a lot to process,” said Sean. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. I’ve got a week off before I need to be back in orbit and oversee first inspections on the Fortitude. They’re going over every bolt of that ship to make sure she’s still flight worthy.” 
 
    “Well, all the more reason to just sit back and enjoy the evening, then,” replied Taris. “… Wanna see my rocks?” 
 
    Zach laughed. “Sure, let’s have a look…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    The Xuron graveyard had dispersed, the millions of organic pieces of hull and limbs slowly drifted apart. But, from within the slew of debris a faint light glowed. It was a single ship, still barely intact. Breathable atmosphere slowly vented from fractures across the vessel, but the living tissue which made up its hull slowly stitched over the cracks with what little material it had to work with, drawing from dead Terpilih onboard to repair itself.  
 
    A blinding red light washed over a dark alcove within the depths of the ship as a highly mutated and near death Xuron stepped onto the breathing deck. His half Xuron half Ioution make-up had began to destroy itself, his transformation taking its toll on the Ioution parts of his body which tried to fight against the growing blight. He looked out the thin film which made up the front window and watched as the chaotic orbit of twin magnetars ejected gamma rays like wild lasers which lit the void. 
 
    “Capture that power source,” the Fez snarled weakly, “we must live again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Notes 
 
      
 
    I’m honestly surprised you made it this far! Well done. 
 
    ‘Terranus’ has been a passion project of mine for well over a decade, long before I actually started writing. Even in my teenage years (many, many moons ago,) I wanted to create a universe full of alien creatures and interesting places. Back then I worked with friends on creating a video game, ideas changed, people changed, including myself, and as you would expect with four or five inexperienced, clueless kids, the project went nowhere. 
 
    It did solidify one fact, though, that I love to create. I’m not the best writer, nor am I the best imaginer, but I’ve worked hard on this three-part project, and the fact that it’s ‘finished’ brings me a great amount of pride that its success, true or not, could never take away from me.  
 
    The fact that you, the reader, spent your evening in bed or relaxed afternoon reading this project is something equally terrifying and gratifying, especially if you enjoyed it! So, thank you for spending the most precious resource anyone will ever have – Time – on my work, to say I’m grateful would be a drastic understatement. 
 
    So, now that’s all out the way – What’s next? 
 
    Well, I’ve got a new series I’m working on, ‘Project MECO,’ (that’s not the title of it, don’t worry!) that isn’t a far cry from ‘Terranus’ but is stylistically different in its mood, setting, goals, and character development. It’s light-hearted. It’s mysterious. It’s funny. And most importantly, it has an ensemble of characters that are so distinctly unique that when they clash it’s the most fun I’ve had writing yet, and I hope it shows in some of the dialogue. This project is most likely due out somewhere near the end of July, but we all know how deadlines can be!  
 
    But, I hear no one asking, what’s next for Terranus? 
 
    Good question. Thanks, you. 
 
    Terranus has evolved so much over the three books and its story arc is – mostly -neatly tied off with a ribbon at the end of chapter twenty-five. I’m sure people still have questions, especially after the epilogue, and I do hope to answer them in the future. The trouble is my mind is in constant overdrive, dreaming up ideas, worlds, universes, scenarios, characters, and every one puts a new spring in my step, a buzz of excitement where I go, “man, I can’t wait to work on that!” Terranus has been a commitment, as much to myself as to you, that I won’t get distracted with the shiny new idea that’s tearing at me to explore it, even for three or four chapters.  
 
    But… It was time to let one of these ideas out the cage and properly sink my teeth into it, and I’ve never been happier.  
 
    I hope you follow me on the journey to my new series, make sure to enter your email at www.jscrouch.com to be kept up to date on the goings on around my releases. 
 
    Once again, a big, heart felt thank you for reading, and I hope you have a great day. 
 
    Cheers, 
 
    Joe 
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