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   StarCycle 2,321
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   Reave gazed out the window, taking in the sight of the blue sphere hanging in the darkness of space. It was bigger then he remembered. He’d heard many stories of K’strala, a planet so far in the outer border of the galactic jurisdiction that some even claimed it didn’t exist. Those who did believe of its existence often regarded the jungle planet with dread and mysticism, claiming a race of half-lizard men had claimed it as their own. 
 
   Reave smiled inwardly at the gullibility of the simple planetary folk as he took another sip straight out of the bottle. Over the past twenty star cycles, he had scoured space in over a hundred missions. Never had he encountered anything that remotely resembled such a creature.
 
   “Five minutes until touchdown!” yelled the pilot from the cockpit. The small ship shook violently. Empty tin cans and bullet shells tumbled noisily on the metal floor. A simple light dangled above his head, filling the room with a faint orange-tinted glow.
 
   From the edge of his vision, Reave made out Tory and Lester by his side. Both rookie Alioth warriors tumbled from side to side, their weapons almost falling from their hands.
 
   “Keep those snipers under control,” ordered Reave. Inside he cursed. Why couldn’t the Bastion have sent him alone? It was bad enough he was being sent on a useless mission to some long-abandoned planet. Did he really need two green soldiers, barely out of Alioth Academy, to babysit as well?
 
   Tory, a long-faced tall girl who couldn’t be a day over twenty struggled to her feet. “I’m sorry, sir. This old ship is shaking so much. I think it’s going to crash.”
 
   Lester, who looked to be the same age, saw it fit to add to the ridiculous claims. “I think Tory is right.” His green eyes glanced around the ship nervously. “These old Stormcaller class ships crash all the time. Father always said they would be the death of me.”
 
   “Quiet, both of you,” ordered Reave. “We’re entering the planet’s atmosphere. That is all this is.”
 
   Despite his reassurance that everything would be fine, the rookies continued to cast nervous glances out the window. They took a seat on the bench that had long ago lost any soft padding.
 
   “I didn’t sign up for this,” whimpered Lester under his breath. “This is too dangerous.”
 
   Reave gazed down at the boy, his stomach tightening in frustration. The lenses of his dark-rimmed glasses made his eyes look three times the size of a regular eye. “If you wanted to be safe, you should have taken a job at a desk over at the Bastion.”
 
   “No, n..no…” Lester whined. “My grandpa and father were both Alioths. I need to follow in their footsteps.”
 
   Tory sighed. “I didn’t think we would be sent so far out into the border of the galaxy. I thought we were going to be stationed at the Bastion. Patrolling traffic, maybe catching a few looters. A far-range expedition, though? This is too much.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Reave. “The reading that the Bastion caught emanating from K’strala was probably nothing more than a raptured underground pipe. K’strala used to be a mining planet. It’s been abandoned for hundreds of years, but the lines underneath are probably still intact.”
 
   The rookies looked up at him with a look of apprehension. Reave couldn’t blame them. He had to admit, the entire situation was strange to say the least. In the past century, those lazy bureaucrats of the Bastion had never approved a mission into any of the outskirt planets. Not officially, at least. What had changed that would lead those law-writing cowards to suddenly order Alioths to investigate? The whole situation had a bad aura clinging around it.
 
   “Five seconds until touchdown!” called the pilot from the front.
 
   Reave tossed the bottle of rum against the hull. It shattered on contact. 
 
   There was a loud click, followed by the creaking whine as the old hatch opened. 
 
   The three Alioth warriors marched out. Reave’s boots stepped off the rusted ramp and on the soggy mud. Heavy raindrops splashed his leather jacket, and he frowned. It had been a present from his sister. What would she say when she noticed he had ruined yet another one of her expensive gifts?
 
   The scenery before him was exactly what he had expected. Light fog hung around them like a curtain. The green plants were drenched in moonlight. The air smelled earthy, with the scent of fresh water intermingled. They were surrounded by so many trees that the veteran Alioth found himself wondering as to how the pilot had located an open patch of dirt to land the ship.
 
   “What is that?” whimpered Lester.
 
   Reave followed Lester’s line of sight, and his gaze landed at what Lester had been looking at. A small tower of mist protruded from a hole on the ground about twenty feet in front of them. It was red in color. Reave’s hand subconsciously turned into a fist.
 
   Red smoke only meant one thing. Fire. And fire meant that a Cinder had been here. 
 
   The red smoke did not go unnoticed by the rookies.
 
   “Someone from the Black Sanction was here,” mumbled Tory. Her lower lip quivered.
 
   “Don’t you worry about that,” said Reave. Our job is to locate the source of the energy spike, not let ourselves be scared by someone who may or may have not been here.”
 
   Lester played with his hands. His face had grown ghostly pale. “The Black Sanction are no men. They’re demons. Demons who abandoned their humanity for the power of fire, lighting, psychokinesis and—”
 
   “I’m well aware of their abilities,” said Reave irritably. He caressed the burn mark that covered part of his right cheek and a quarter of his head where no hair had grown in years. Images of that long ago night filled his mind. He saw the dark silhouette of a man shooting fireballs into the cabin, the same cabin Reave had grown up in. He heard his sisters cry out to him, begging for his help. He felt the weight on his shoulders as he carried Miranda out of the scorching heat. He was the youngest of his siblings, but somehow he’d managed to carry a girl who was twice his weight.
 
   “Sir,” called Tory. “Are you okay?
 
   Reave returned his mind back to the humid jungle. “Of course I’m okay!” He gazed down into the hole. It looked to be an opening into an underground building. “You two stay up here and guard the pilot. I’m going down to investigate.”
 
   There was no arguing from the rookies. Not that he had expected any. They were just glad to have their necks out of any danger.
 
   His boots clattered softly as Reave slipped into the hole and landed on the hard floor. He was standing at the center of a large hall. The walls were a depressing gray. A few flickering lights were lined atop the ceiling, providing a dismal source of light. The sensor around his wrist signaled that the abnormal readings were a little up ahead.
 
   He treaded forward, well aware that he was walking in a place that should not exist. This planet was supposed to have been abandoned long ago. Yet, here he was, moving through a building that was obviously functional mere days ago. What would the Bastion say once he reported what he’d found? Something inside him told him that they already knew.
 
   Reave turned the corner and his eyes widened. He was standing in what appeared to be some sort of cafeteria. It was massive, with hundreds of wooded fold-and-roll tables filling the crowded space. Trays still filled with food littered the tables. Some of it looked good enough to eat. A half-eaten apple lay on the ground. He saw slabs of roasted ham glazed with a coating of honey. Beef strips emitted a salted aroma. This food had been served less than a day ago. The Alioth’s stomach growled.
 
   So where is everyone? he mused. Did they just pack up and evacuate? Impossible. This place is too large. The manpower here would have taken days to evacuate. There is simply no way … unless …
 
   Deep in thought, he brought his hand to his chin. Could it be that he was dealing with a binary member of the Black Sanction? Usually, their members could only use one ability, but a few of them had been known to use two. It still made no sense. Even if he were dealing with a practitioner of psychokinesis, there is no way they could have dissolved all the bodies. It would have taken an army to accomplish such a feat. Or an extremely powerful being? For a fraction of a second he thought of him. That being who had terrorized space and almost wiped life from the galaxy, but he quickly abandoned the thought. That monster was gone. He would never return. Reave himself had made sure of that. 
 
   Slowly, he made his way through the cafeteria and into another hallway. Reave passed countless office-like rooms. Each was like the one before it: full of furniture and desks but devoid of any people.
 
   He reached the end of the corridor and made his way into a large hall. What he saw there froze him to his very core.
 
   Unlike most, Reave was not a man who could be easily stunned. In the short twenty star cycles he’d been alive, he had seen more than most soldiers witnessed in a lifetime. When he was seven, he took his first life. He had marched into battle at the young age of twelve. With the exception of Junia, he had eradicated more Black Sanction members than any other Alioth currently active. He had single-handedly vanquished dozens of Deargs. There was no part of his body that had not been injured in some way or another. When he was only sixteen cycles old, he’d been directly responsible for the eradication of the monster that almost brought the universe to its knees. Yashvir.
 
   Now, Reave stood atop a grand staircase, and at the end of the stairs lay the tiny corpses of hundreds of children. They lay atop of each other in horrible, mangled heaps. 
 
   His insides went icy as he took in the sight, not believing what his eyes were showing him. Who could have done this? 
 
   A soft wail echoed through the air. 
 
   The Alioth’s expression turned to that of hope. Not thinking his actions through, Reave dashed down the stairs. 
 
   In silence, he waited for the cry to come again. 
 
   A minute passed.
 
   Two minutes passed.
 
   Three.
 
   Four.
 
   Five.
 
   The trickle of hope was fading, when a sharp cry rekindled it.
 
   He moved with the speed of a madman, following the cries like a hound dog. He stepped over countless bodies. He avoided looking at the eyes. Seeing the emptiness in them brought back painful memories that he had spent a lifetime running away from.
 
   In the corner of the room he located the source of the bawls. A baby boy who was barely alive. His crying had been replaced by slow, shallow breaths. There was a deep, vertical scar on his chest, directly above the spot his heart should have been at. He had a few strands of silver hair, and a deep blue eyes.
 
   Without wasting another moment, Reave took the baby in his arms. He heard his own voice speak to it. “There, there. It’s going to be fine.” He pounded the button on his wrist sensor. “Lester, get the medipack ready. I’m headed up with a survivor.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Tory, can you read me?”
 
   Static buzzed through. 
 
   Reave cursed under his breath. Even rookie Alioth’s like the duo he’d left atop knew better than to not answer their communicator. A sick sensation settled at the pit of his stomach. Something was wrong. 
 
   Clutching the baby, he dashed back to the ship. He ran up the stairs, down the corridor, through the cafeteria, and back through the hall. 
 
   He looked up through the hole. A gray sky with lingering dark clouds loomed above. “Tory. Lester!”
 
   Left with little choice, he took of his jacket and wrapped it around the baby. He tucked him under one arm. With his free hand, Reave gripped the rim of the hole. He grunted as he pulled his weight up with one hand. He reached up and set the baby at the top. Now with both hands free, he pulled himself up into the jungle grounds.
 
   It was quick, and any other person might have missed it. But Reave wasn’t any other person. He heard the bow shoot from above. The speed he had honed during years of training came to him as he unsheathed his sword. He arched it upward, cutting the arrow in half. Two metal pieces fell to the ground by his side. 
 
   Reave stood straight, scanning the branches above for the attacker. 
 
   His search proved useless. The culprit landed with a loud splash a few feet before him. 
 
   “Bravo,” said the attacker. He wore loose shirt and pants. A metal arm protruded from his right sleeve. He had a long nose highlighting a ridiculously long face. “It had been so easy killing your friends, that I was beginning to think that this job was not worth taking.” He eyed the sword. “Such a crude tool. In this time of science, where the body’s energy can be used as a weapon, why would someone waste their time with a sword?”
 
   The Alioth ignored the remarks and dared a quick glance at the ship. The pilot lay sprawled on the ground. An arrow stuck out of his temple. The two rookies were stacked over each other in an unrecognizable pile of burnt flesh. 
 
   “I’ll be taking that baby now,” said the attacker, grinning widely. 
 
   “What use do you have for a baby?” The rain was pouring harder now, and Reave’s thoughts lingered on the small human wrapped in his leather jacket. Was he still alive?
 
   “That’s none of your concern. I was paid to deliver a specimen from the lab. And that’s what I intend to do.”
 
   “Lab? Specimen?”
 
   The stranger cackled. “You truly are lost, aren’t you? Don’t your Bastion leaders tell you anything before they sent you out on a mission?” Another fit of laughter followed. “You’re just a dog of the Bastion. Obeying any order blindly. Truly pathetic.”
 
   Reave didn’t respond to his accusations. “Tell me, bounty hunter. Who sent you? What use do you with this baby?” 
 
   The man looked offended. “I’m not just any bounty hunter. I’m the most legendary of all bounty hunters: The Black Centipede.”
 
   “The Black Centipede?” Now, it was Reave’s turn to laugh. “Never heard of you. Which is surprising. With a stupid name like that, you should be the talk of every comedian in the galaxy.” He added a hint of mockery into his next words. “Black Centipede. Phew.”
 
   It had the desired effect. The man gritted his teeth and balled his fist.
 
   Good, thought Reave. People with no control of their emotions are always more likely to open their mouths.
 
   The Black Centipede did not spew out the information Reave wanted though. Instead he eyed the leather jacket laying on the ground with hungry eyes. 
 
   Reave took two steps back, putting himself between the bounty hunter and the infant. “You’re not taking this baby without getting through me.”
 
   “That can be arranged.” The bounty hunter’s metal hand turned crimson red, and Reave knew that his opponent was readying the flames.  
 
   The two fighters squared up. There were no more words. This was a battle to the end. They both knew it.
 
   Reave spared no time moving against his foe. His long sword cut swift arches before the bounty hunter, who parried with this metal arm.
 
   The man bobbed his head between the attacks, his eyes clearly showing surprise at the ferocity of Reave’s sword work. Once in a while he would throw a kick or punch.
 
   They battled across the jungle planes, moving around the corpses and through the heavy vines that dangled from the tall trees. Reave did not commit to any lethal moves. Instead he analyzed his opponent. Every poke, every feint, and combination tested the reactions of the bounty hunter. Once he felt he had enough information, he pressed his attack.
 
   The Black Centipede brought his metal hand up, barely blocking the blade that was inches away from penetrating his chest. The sword instead dug into the metal, almost cleaving the makeshift arm in two.
 
   The bounty hunter staggered back. “What the…?”
 
   With a sweep to his legs, the Alioth knocked his opponent to the ground. 
 
   The man was more agile than Reave had expected. He flipped back to his feet. Swiftly, he threw the dangling piece of his arm to the floor. “That sword of your is quite sharp if it can cut through metal like this. Acolyte steel I assume?” He pointed his now-damaged arm forward, not waiting for an answer. “You’re not the only one with special weapons, though. Even in this state, this little baby is fully functional.”
 
   A wild burst of flames burned the air. 
 
   The Alioth swallowed, taking in the warm air.
 
   The fire moved in a straight line. A sidestep proved enough to dodge it. Another burst of flame burst from the man’s weaponized arm. Once again, the Alioth sidestepped.
 
   Reave grinned. The bounty hunter had more than enough fire power, of that there was no doubt. He had, however, no control over it. He couldn’t arch it or guided it the way experienced Cinder could. There was also no shape to the attacks. They came in predictable, straight lines. This was already over, and his foe didn’t even know it yet.
 
   The next barrage of flames came in the same line, albeit a bit wider than the ones before it. Reave didn’t dodge. He clicked the button on the hilt of his sword and the shield around the blade extended. With untamed ferocity, he rushed at his opponent. The hilt grew hotter by the second, sending flares of pain coursing through his hand. Reave ignored it. This was nothing compared to the pain he’d felt that fateful night.
 
   The shield made contact, and the Black Centipede splashed into the mud. A click later and the shield had retraced back, leaving only the long blade. He brought it down on his opponent’s neck. 
 
   The bounty hunter rolled out of the way, throwing a handful of mud into Reave’s eyes. Through his blurred vision, Reave saw the Black Centipede produce a sword of his own. 
 
   “I forgot to say, I don’t play fair!” 
 
   Reave closed his eyes, listening to the sound as the weapon whooshed over the heavy raindrops as it headed toward his chest. At the last second, he ducked under the attack. In a single move he took hold of his opponent’s sword, twisted it, and impaled it into the Black Centipede’s torso. 
 
   The veteran soldier faced the sky, letting the rain wash away the mud. Beside him, gurgling sounds of pain were followed by the sound of the bounty hunter crumpling to the floor. 
 
   “W…who are…a…re you?” mumbled the bounty hunter. He gazed down at the sword protruding from his body. Blood gushed out of the cut, mixing with the clear plashes of water.
 
   “Reave.”
 
   His face twisted in recognition. The face Reave saw staring back at him was the same one he’d witnessed his entire life. It was the face of admiration mixed with compassion. It was a face he had grown tired of seeing. How many times would he have to be reminded of those nights? “Reave? T…he hero of the wa…war? I ne…ver would have fought you…you, sir If I had known. I didn—” 
 
   Pushing the thoughts to the back of his head, Reave sprinted to the pile of leather lying on the ground. His skin goosebumped as he noticed that the leather jacket had been hit by a stray line of fire. It was now completely engulfed in flames.
 
   “No!” cried Reave as he gazed, almost dreamily, at the orange and red flames. He dashed toward it, snuffing out the fire.  
 
   The scent of burnt leather filled his nostrils. Hoping against hope, he unwrapped the charred jacket. Time slowed as the Alioth locked eyes with the infant, not believing what he was seeing. Somehow, the boy was alive. Not just alive, but unlike minutes ago where he was wavering between life and death, he now looked as healthy as any baby born in the Bastion. His skin was a healthy shade of pink. His giggles were the product of a hearty set of lungs.
 
   Reave was so enthralled by the twist in circumstances, that he almost didn’t notice the light. Once he saw it, he wondered how he had missed it. There was a crimson glow under the boy’s scar, shining brightly. It was as if his very heart had absorbed the flames, using them to empower the boy with vigorous energy.
 
   The words the bounty hunter had used to refer to the boy came back to him: Specimen.
 
   Any other person might have discarded the boy at this moment. Tossed him the ground and left him to the elements, or to become a meal for the animals who roamed the planet. Reave was not another person, though. 
 
   The steel-hearted soldier felt something soften within him. Something he had not felt in a long time. It stirred at his insides, tugging away layers upon layers he’d built over his own emotions. A single tear traced down his cheek. Feeling a wave of embarrassment, he wiped it away. He hadn’t cried in countless star cycles. He wasn’t going to start now.
 
   Nonetheless, he couldn’t deny that there was something special about the boy. Somehow, as unlikely as it sounded even to him, Reave felt a deeper bond with this infant than he had felt with anyone in the universe.  
 
   With the laughing baby clutched in his hands, they boarded the ancient ship. The roar of the engines was audible as they struggled to life. 
 
   Moments later, the ship had taken to the air, carrying with it two beings who were forged by the bonds of fire.
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
   From a cliff that erupted out of the jungle, a lone hooded being watched the ship until it became but a speck in sky. 
 
   The boy had escaped him this time, but it did not matter. He would be his soon enough. 
 
   A cruel smile formed on the lips of the hooded figure. They thought they had vanquished him cycles ago. They had no idea how wrong they were. 
 
   Once he had the boy, he would bring the universe to its knees.
 
   The boy was the key to everything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   StarCycle 2338
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Xalen Blangi rubbed his eyelids, yawning, as he was forced awake. The same boring, gray-walled room that had been his home for the past seventeen star cycles welcomed him. Save a long mirror, an old bed, and a brown cupboard, the room was devoid of any accessories. 
 
   Headmistress Agnes’s scratchy voice rang in his eardrums once again. Chubby hands at her waist, she stared down at him. Yellow-stained teeth protruded from her dark gums. She wore a ragged blue dress and a white apron. Plump legs, complete with an unnatural amount of hair, supported her seven foot, five inch frame.
 
   “Get up, boy. The food is not going to make itself.” 
 
   “Yes, headmistress,” said Xalen, his voice dripping with boredom. He set his foot down on the cold floor. A shudder ran up his leg, and for the thousandth time he yearned for a pair of socks. 
 
   “And wake that good-for-nothing friend of yours.”
 
   “He’s still hurt, headmistress. You worked him too hard the—”
 
   “I decide who’s in pain. Not you.” She looked at him with a crooked smile. “You think because you’re seventeen star-cycles-old now, you get to make the rules in my orphanage?” She put extra emphasis on my, as if Xalen wasn’t fully aware that Agnes was in charge. There was a lot Xalen was ignorant to; the fact that Agnes ran the only orphanage on planet Vintra was not one of them. Xalen’s first memory was of him as a four cycle old being forced to clean the floor with a brush boasting only three bristles. In fact, many of his memories involved Agnes exerting her dominance by having him complete some ridiculous chore. 
 
   Lately, Xalen could tell that Agnes knew she was losing her control over him. He was growing up, and more and more he found himself stepping up, defending the younger children against her. He’d suffer enough by her hands, he wasn’t going to stand by as she did the same to the rest of the orphans.
 
   “I’ll wake him,” said Xalen, choosing to forego another argument with Agnes.
 
   “See that you do.” The woman turned, and stomped out into the hallway.
 
   Xalen could still hear her mumbling loudly under her breath long after she’d left the room.
 
   Once it was clear Agnes was gone, the sheet was tossed aside. He took a long look in the mirror, cursing his silver and black hair. As if he wasn’t strange enough already. All the years of hard work had caused him to develop a muscular physique. He unsuccessfully tried to pat down his unruly hair, and then slipped on a pair of pants and shirt.
 
   Absolute silence. That was all that he heard as he stepped foot into the hallway. Which wasn’t at all surprising. It was early dawn. The boys and girls were still deep in sleep.
 
   He went into the boy’s room, a windowless large hall with dozens of beds set in uneven rows.
 
   Xalen tiptoed down the cold tiles, careful not to disrupt the soft snores that surrounded him. Soon the kids would wake, and the cruel reality that they were unwanted orphans would wash over them in a thick wave of despair. But now, in their dreams, there was no such reality. In their dreams they had families. Dads carried them in their arms on the way to the park. Mothers whispered sweet words of love as they tucked them to sleep. Crazy uncles showed up unexpectedly, bringing with them all sorts of treats and toys. 
 
   He knew that they dreamt like this, because he himself had dreamt of a family for many years. He had yearned for the touch of a mother, and the strong hand of a father. He’d given up on those childish dreams long ago. Nobody wanted a freak. Xalen still held hopes, however, that some of the kids at the orphanage would find the family he’d never found.
 
   He reached Rund’s bed, and shook him awake. 
 
   After much whining and flailing, Rund finally got up and dragged his feet behind Xalen. He hopped on one leg, evidently still in pain from the long day of work he’d endured the day before.
 
   “What are we going to make today?” asked his friend as they walked into the kitchen. It was a small room with a table in one corner, and a few nearly empty cupboards.
 
   Xalen examined the crates of wheat. “Barley cereal it is.”
 
   “Barley again?” whined Rund. “We’ve had that everyday for the past two weeks. When are we getting some meat?”
 
   “Did you have some hidden stash of sausages, bacon, or Lits that I know nothing about?”
 
   Rund did not bother to answer. There was no need. The mere thought that Agnes would spend money on meat for anyone but herself was laughable. 
 
   From the corner of his eye, Xalen examined his friend as he reached into the crate and took out the wheat. Like himself, Rund was different. He had a condition that caused his eyes to be crooked. He could be staring right at you and you wouldn’t even know it. It was this simple twist in genetics that had drove all potential adoptive families away.
 
   “What is that?” they would ask. Or, “That thing is hideous.” Xalen had even overheard a woman suggest to the headmistress that she throw Rund off of a nearby cliff to rid the world of his ugliness. To which Agnes replied that she would gladly do it, if it wasn’t for the fact that Rund was so good at fixing things around the orphanage. 
 
   If the lights went out, it was Rund who would fix the power converters. The communicator malfunctioning? No worries, with a box of scrap metal, Rund would quickly fix it, leaving it in an even better condition than it was before. Xalen was certain that his friend had some sort of innate connection with engines that allowed him to understand them on a deeper, almost spiritual level. It was things like this that Xalen hoped the adoptive families would see. But no. They saw his thick lips, oversized stomach, sun-burned skin, and wild, charcoal hair and immediately labeled him a monster.
 
   Two hours later, as the two red suns drifted over the mountains to the east, the two boys finally finished the food.
 
   “It would be much better with some meat,” whined Rund, stirring the large gray pot once more. He reached in with a small spoon, tasting it a final time.
 
   “C’mon. Everyone is waiting for us.”
 
   The boys took the pot by the handles, and together, grunted as they carried it out into the cafeteria. Two lines, one of boys and the other of girls, was already waiting for them when they got there.
 
   The cooks set the pot atop the table at the end, and poured the sticky mush for each of the kids as they brought up their plate. Despite the frowns, very few of the children complained as they took their plates and headed to the long tables. 
 
   “Oh, this again,” said Lourdes, a young girl with tangled braids of hair. She sniffed her bowl of barley, gagged, and then took a seat. 
 
   “More barley?” whined Narus. The boy was about to go on of his long, now predictable rants, when Agnes stomped into the cafeteria. Narus put his head down and hurried to his seat.
 
   The day passed as any other day. After they were done serving the children, the two boys headed out to the small farm behind the orphanage. They milked the cows, collected the chicken and lizard eggs, and fed the animals. Once that was done, they headed out to the fields. It would be corn and Larys season soon, and the fields still needed plowing.
 
   It was not until the suns had crossed each other at the center of the sky that the boys finally took a break under the shade of the single tree. It was these moments that Xalen cherished the most. Here, relaxing with his friend and far away from Agnes, he could be himself. Though he did wish he could bring the young children out to play. That was only possible, however, on the days the headmistress would go into town to one of her “town meetings,” which Xalen knew meant getting drunk with her friends at the pub. 
 
   “What do you think the future holds for us?” asked Rund. He was gazing up at the sky as he laid down on the green pasture, his hands serving as a resting place for his head. 
 
   Xalen studied his friend, curious where the sudden question had come from. He’d never known Rund to think much about the future. Perhaps the fact that they were both seventeen and would be full-fledged adults in one more star cycle had gotten him thinking.
 
   Rund did not wait for Xalen to answer. “I want to take over the orphanage. I would bring in more toys for the kids, and treat them better. They deserve it.”
 
   While Xalen sympathized with his friend’s goal, he yearned to become a part of something much grander. “I want to go out and join the human resistance.”
 
   Rund frowned. “You’re still intent on joining the army? I thought that was a childhood phase you would grow of. Don’t you want to stay here and help the children?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Then?”
 
   “I’m going to help by joining the army and putting a stop to the Deargs.”
 
   “How is that helping the children?”
 
   “The Deargs have been attacking towns, cities, and colonies all across the universe for the past few cycles. What if they come to Vintra?”
 
   “You know that’s not going to happen. There’s never been a report of a Dearg attack this far off into the galaxy.”
 
   “Just because it hasn’t happened yet, doesn’t mean it won’t.”
 
   “The army isn’t the answer to stopping them. They’ve been trying for many cycles. And what have they accomplished? If anything, the Deargs are only getting stronger.”
 
   “At least they’re trying something.” Xalen met his friend’s eyes. “I’m tired of being worthless. I need to get out of Vintra and help in any way I can.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “I never had a family, but that doesn’t mean I can’t go out and protect those who do have one.”
 
   Rund looked up at him with sad eyes.
 
   “I’m just scared that something is going to happen to you,” he said. “You’re my only friend.”
 
   “Nothing is going to happen to me,” assured Xalen. 
 
   Despite his bold assurance, the walk back to the orphanage was a quiet one. They both knew that the life-expectancy for army members was pitifully low. Few reached their mid-twenties, even less lived to see thirty star-cycles. Xalen didn’t care though. Humanity was on the brink of extinction, and he was going to do everything that he could to make sure that did not happen.
 
   They reached the orphanage and quickly went to work on making dinner, which consisted of a batch of spinach with flavorless white rice on the side. After that, they led the children in the cleaning of the sleeping dorms. Beds were made, the floor was swept, furniture was wiped clean, and dirty sheets were stacked in an uneven pile at the door.
 
   “Who wants to play some board games?” yelled Xalen.
 
   A chorus of cheers erupted.
 
   “Me!” 
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Can I go first?”
 
   “I’m going to win this time!”
 
   Xalen and Rund had the kids sit on the floor in five long rows, and then passed out a card to each child. Which in itself took a chunk of time. There were over one-hundred of them, after all.
 
   “Remember,” said Xalen. “I will call out a picture, and if you have it on your card, cover it. Whoever fills the card first, wins.”
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” asked Agnes as she stepped into the dorm room. “You’re supposed to be cleaning, not playing.”
 
   “As you can see,” Xalen swept his hand, motioning around the room. “The cleaning has been done.”
 
   “Then start with the laundry,” said Agnes, drool spilling out of her enraged lips.
 
   “Tomorrow is laundry day, not today.” He eyed her with determination. She was not going to take away what little time for fun the children had. “Besides, you and I have an agreement, remember?”
 
   The frown on Agnes puffy face made it clear that she knew all too well what he was referring to. The headmistress knew that if she didn’t allow the children some time to relax and play, he would not help her around the orphanage, which meant she would need to hire actual qualified aides. This would cut into her profits.
 
   “Don’t be too loud!” screamed Agnes, her eyes twitching. She turned and stormed off. Like before, she mumbled curses as she went.
 
   The hour that followed passed quickly. In a wave of complaints, the children headed off to sleep. 
 
   Xalen entered his small room and threw himself on the bed. With the smiles of the children etched on his mind, he drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Xalen awoke the next morning before sunup. He headed out to collect the dirty laundry, as he had always done every third day of the week, but to his surprise, Agnes was in the hall, awaiting his arrival.
 
   Her tone was low. “Come with me, boy.” 
 
   “Go where?” His interest was piqued. 
 
   “My office.”
 
   “Your office?” asked Xalen, confusion in his voice. What was going on? In seventeen cycles Agnes had never once allowed him to see her office. “I have no time for that. The laundry—”
 
   “Forget the laundry,” she shot back. “Just follow.”
 
   Curiosity getting the best of him, he followed her without saying another word. They passed through dark halls, and up a series of stairs he’d never ascended before. They reached a short corridor, a half-open door awaited them at the end. Besides the soft thumps of their footsteps, they were completely enclosed in silence. 
 
   Agnes pushed the door open, revealing a small room with an even smaller desk resting at the end. The scent of burnt wax clung to the air. Xalen coughed a few times, trying to force out the smoke that had travelled through his open mouth. A single, nearly burnt-out candle, served as the room’s only light source. A large figure stood at the front of the desk.
 
   As soon as Xalen stepped into the room, the silhouette turned to face him.
 
   The boy staggered back, not expecting the burn mark decorating the man’s head and face.
 
   “Hello, Xalen,” said the man. He smiled, and despite the imposing aura around the stranger, Xalen felt there was something familiar about him. “I’m Reave, and I’ve come to take you off Vintra.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Reave was tall, with a muscular build, and looked to be in his mid-thirties. He wore a deep blue uniform from head to toe. Thick plates of black armor came over his shoulders. He had curly dark hair that covered his neck. A long sword was sheathed at his waist. 
 
    “Is this some type of joke?” asked Xalen.
 
   “No joke,” said Reave. He looked at him, utterly serious. Xalen knew that the man was not jesting. “I’m an Alioth. I have come to take you to train as I have. Surely the headmistress has told you all about—” He stopped talking abruptly and faced Agnes. The woman didn’t produce a word, opting to stare at the ground. “You didn’t tell him?” The man’s voice rose.
 
   Xalen was mildly amused to see Agnes shudder at the anger in the man’s voice. 
 
   “A thousand apologies, sir,” she mumbled. “I was unaware that I was supposed to divulge the information to him.”
 
   The man shook his head. “Did you at least have him trained in the sword?”
 
   A large lump travelled down Agnes’ throat. “You see, sir. Private lessons are very expensive.”
 
   “What did you think the credits I deposited into your account were for?”
 
   Credits? Xalen was at a loss. This stranger had been sending money for him all these years. Surely there was more to this story than sword lessons.
 
   If Xalen thought Agnes was nervous before, he had not seen anything yet. The headmistress’s usually brown skin turned a pale white. Even her red lips had been drained of color. “I spent the money on good food for the children. Only the b…best meats for my children.”
 
   Reave narrowed his eyes. “Do you take me for a fool, headmistress?”
 
   “No, no, n..no..o, sir.” Her chest rose and fell rapidly.
 
   “The Alioth’s fund your orphanage. In return, you notify us of any gifted children you come across. That is the treaty we signed.”
 
   “I love my children so much. How could I be expected to part—”
 
   Xalen was glad when Reave held up his hand, bringing the desperate rant to an end. Agnes had never shown an ounce of care to any of the orphans. Hearing her claim that she had, caused his insides to stir in anger.
 
   “I have seen the children’s miserable condition,” continued Reave. “Whatever you’re using the credits on. It’s clear to me that it’s not on them. I will report this to the authorities at Alioth. It won’t take long for you to be replaced.”
 
   “But…but…” The woman’s sobs were nearing hysteria. 
 
   The man held up his hand once more, signaling for an end to the woman’s breakdown. His gaze bore down on Agnes. “This conversation is over. Pack your things. You are to depart this orphanage within the hour.”
 
   Knowing she had been defeated, Agnes walked out of the room with her head down. All the while, Xalen stood with his mouth wide open. He’d awoken this morning expecting it to be yet another dull day. But now, before the suns had even come up, his life had changed more than he could have ever imagined.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Xalen was shocked with just how quickly everything transpired. Within an hour, a ship had arrived, landing on the dusty plains outside the orphanage, and bringing forth a man who was to take over for Agnes. He was short and stubby, with a mustache so large that it covered his entire upper lip and most of the bottom lip. He had pink cheeks and a large belly that extended over his blue robe.
 
   “Good morning, Tafarus,” said Reave extending his hand.
 
   “Salutations.” Tafarus took Reave’s hand and shook it vigorously. He looked past him and directly at Xalen. “Is this the young man you spoke about?”
 
   “That’s him,” said Reave. Both men took a few tentative steps away from Xalen, lowering their voices and whispering to themselves.
 
   Xalen stared at them, feeling like an intruder. He strained his ears, trying to hear something, anything that could tell him what the heck was going on. As the seconds passed without success, his anger intensified. After Agnes had left the office, Xalen had demanded answers, only to have Reave shush him. ”There’s no time right now,” he had said. ”All will be explained in due time.” It had been an agonizing hour and the answers had not yet come.
 
   “I want to know what’s going on, now!” Xalen regretted the words as soon as they left his lips. Had it not been his dream to leave this wretched planet? And now a man showed up and promised to do so, and he was going to get on his bad side?
 
   Fortunately, Reave simply ignored his outburst and continued speaking to Tafarus as if nothing had happened. Xalen wasn’t sure if he should be angry or glad that he had been overlooked. Deciding not to press his luck, he opted for the latter.
 
   A moment later, Xalen was told to wait inside the ship.
 
   He stepped foot inside the shiny vessel, and took a seat on a cushioned chair. Xalen whistled. It was small inside, but the luxurious surroundings made it clear that cost was not an issue for whomever had forked over the credits to buy the ship. It had a small, crystal chandelier—an actual chandelier—hanging above. There were lines of different colors embossed along the walls: straight, zigzags, vertically, horizontally, circular, and every other direction imaginable. Each line rose about two inches from the wall and seemed to be made of jade, gold, or silver. There wasn’t a visible speck of dust. The marble floor was so spotless that he could see his own reflection on it. 
 
   “Would you like a drink, sir?” asked a male voice that radiated class and sophistication. 
 
   “Who said that?” asked Xalen. He scanned the surroundings, searching for the owner of the voice.
 
   “There is no need to search for me, sir,” said the voice again. The pomposity in its tone seemed to grow with every word it said. “I am the computer that navigates the Scallion.”
 
   “Scallion?”
 
   “The ship, sir. Scallion is its given designation.”
 
   “You mean name?”
 
   “It is rather crude, but that is correct.”
 
   “So, what do I call you?”
 
   “My designation is Mica.”
 
   “Cool name.” The boy got comfortable on the chair. “I think I will take you up on that offer. Let me have some … hmmmm …”
 
   “May I suggest a Xansia, sir?”
 
   “Y…yes,” said Xalen tentatively, trying not to make it overly obvious that he had no idea as to what Mica was talking about. Back at the orphanage, he only drank water and the occasional aloe juice.
 
   A nearby table suddenly opened at the middle, and a long glass cylinder slid to the top. It opened at the center, revealing a crystal cup filled with a purple liquid. It had bubbles at the top and was emitting thick streaks of white smoke.
 
   “Are you tying to poison me?”
 
   “I assure you, sir, I am not attempting anything of the sort.”
 
   Xalen eyed the oozing liquid suspiciously. He picked up the glass, taking a whiff. To his surprise, it smelled rather sweet “What’s in it?”
 
   “Caltros weeds from Planet Xweria. Mistafe seeds from Planet Seros. Gertieherb, which can be found in thirteen moons across the galaxy. In alphabetical order there are Aliopa, Azura, Besteris, KIura—”
 
   “You don’t have to name all the moons. Sheesh.”
 
   “My apologies, sir. You made an inquiry. It is my purpose to aid you in any way possible, and that includes shedding light on topics in which you are ignorant.”
 
   “Please,” said Xalen sarcastically. “Don’t sugarcoat your words at the expense of my feelings.”
 
   “I won’t, sir.”
 
   Xalen sighed as his hand travelled to his forehead.  This computer was something else. “Is there a mode where you stop talking?”
 
   “That would be stand-by mode, sir.”
 
   “Yes, do that stand-by thingy”
 
   Instantly, the voice descended into silence, a long stillness was left in its place. 
 
   Finally, some quiet. Xalen brought the glass closer to his lips. He was inches away from daring a taste, when a set of heavy footsteps rang outside.
 
   Reave marched in, Rund following close behind. 
 
   “I’ll give you two a minute to say goodbye,” Reave turned and left. 
 
   “Say goodbye?” Xalen turned to his friend, who didn’t look nearly as confused as Xalen felt. He’d assumed that, being the oldest at the orphanage, Reave would be taking both of them with him. Now he wasn’t so sure.
 
   “You’re not coming with us?” asked Xalen, even though he was now aware of the answer. Nonetheless, part of him hoped he was wrong; that his friend would say that he was leaving this hell-hole of a planet behind too. That he was ready to go out into the universe and put a stop to the Deargs. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” whispered Rund. “I can’t go. I’ve been asked to aid Mr. Tafarus. I’m to fill him in the day–to-day affairs.” His chubby face broke into a dozen wrinkles as he smiled. “Isn’t it great?”
 
   “Why would you stay on this ugly ball of black rock?” He blinked rapidly. “It’s a disfigured heap of rubble that—” Xalen forced himself to stop talking. He was going down an uncomfortable line of thought, one that was putting his wants over those of his friend. He bowed his head, feeling the weight of the departure come over him like a meteor. 
 
   A thick hand rested over his shoulder. “I will miss you.”
 
   He took Rund’s hand, and gave it one last firm shake. “This isn’t goodbye. I will be back soon.”
 
   “I know you will.”
 
   “Tell the children. Tell them that I will miss them. Tell them that I…I…”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll let them know….goodbye, my friend.”
 
   Rund turned, and Xalen watched him go in silence. He looked away as the threat of tears assaulted his senses. He almost screamed out for Rund to wait; nearly marched out the ship, determined to stay with his lifelong friend. But despite the sudden urge, he did not cry out. For even though the bonds he had formed on Vintra beckoned him to stay, there was something stronger out there in the universe that called to him. It was the desire to protect.
 
   So he remained silent. There were no words more to say. They both knew, despite their promises, they would never see each other again.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Reave glanced look around the ship, letting his disappointment show on his face. “Tafarus has always had a taste for the extravagant.” He took a seat, resting his dirty boots on a polished wooden table. The man turned his attention to Xalen, who had taken a seat opposite of Reave. “So tell me, are you excited about becoming an Alioth?”
 
   “Um… somewhat?”
 
   Reave stayed silent, staring at Xalen, hovering on the brink of disbelief and anger. “Are you telling me that you’ve never heard of Alioth?”
 
   “Yes I have, sir. Though not much besides the details of a few battles.”
 
   The man blew out a breath of exasperation. “That lady really did a number on you, didn’t she?”
 
   “I sup—”
 
   “Don’t answer that. It was a rhetorical question.” Another heavy breath. “Mica. Take us into orbit and off of this hunk of rock.”
 
   “This what, sir?” asked Mica’s pompous voice. 
 
   “Take us out of Vintra’s orbit.”
 
   “Confirmed, sir.”
 
   “Didn’t those dandies over at the Bastion program you to recognize all types of speech?”
 
   “I am programmed in over one-hundred languages, sir. Nonetheless, it must be properly spoken for my program to compute it. I don’t comprehend slang.” The way the computer said slang, made it seem as if the word itself was a contagious disease that was to be avoided at all costs.
 
   “Just get the ship in orbit.” 
 
   “Yes, sir.” The engine whizzed to life with a subtle, barely audible hum. The shaking, loud engine growls, and tumbles Xalen had always associated with ships were nonexistent. 
 
   “Trust me,” said Reave, as if reading his mind. “Only the Bastion ships are this quiet. Alioth ships are a bit more … rumbustious.”
 
   Xalen felt lost. “Bastion?”
 
   Reave swore under his breath. “You have a lot of information to absorb, and very little time to learn it. So listen up and pay close attention.” Xalen straightened. “You’re correct and wrong. Alioth are the army, but at the same time, they’re not.” If Xalen thought he was lost before, now his head was really spinning. “Alioths are an elite branch of the army. Only the absolute best of the best are chosen to become Alioths. In the past, it was our job to put a stop to terrorist groups, space pirates, and things of that nature. Lately, however, we’ve had other problems.”
 
   “Deargs.” The word left Xalen’s lips without a thought. 
 
   The man’s eyebrow lifted. “Yes. Glad to see that you’re not totally lost.”
 
   Xalen stood up a bit straighter. For some reason, he found himself yearning to impress this man. It was a desire he could not truly explain. “What do you know about the Deargs?” Reave continued.
 
   “Not much. Just that they appear out of dark holes that suddenly crack the ground. No Dearg is physically similar. Some are large, others small. There are some that speak, while others only communicate in grunts or with hand signals.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “All Deargs have a face that resembles that of a stitched marionette, and in fact, they move as if they’re being controlled by some type of puppet master. Which is why…” Xalen stopped talking, certain that the next thing he was going to say would send Reave into a fit of laughter.
 
   Mud and grime fell from the man’s boots as he tapped them against each other. The clean carpet was now full of dark patches of dirt. “Don’t stop now.”
 
   “The people from the markets say that the Deargs are being controlled by Yashvir. They say he was a great man who—”
 
   Reave’s eyes widened. “Great you say? That great man you speak of nearly eradicated all human life in the universe. There was nothing great, about that monster.” He put special emphasis on the past tense word, was. “Besides, Yashvir was destroyed. He’s not coming back.” Reave spoke with such conviction, that Xalen found himself nodding in agreement. “It is far more likely that the Black Sanction is behind this.”
 
   “The Black Sanction?”
 
   “Think of them as the total opposite of the Bastion. While the Bastion strives to maintain peace between the races of the universe, Black Sanction’s goal is to cause strife between them. In their skewed opinion, the races should not mix. Humans should live, befriend, love, marry, and socialize only with humans, Oblisks with Oblisks, Milthos with Milthos, Gerts with Gerts, and, well you get the point. They also believe that only the human race is worth saving, and they will gladly eradicate an entire species if it means saving one human life.” As Reave spoke, the ship shook over so slightly. A second later the darkness of space came into full view through the window. Countless stars near and far shined brightly. The mass of purple that was Vintra’s moon hung silently, its inner violet and white colors swirling in a violent vortex. Xalen stood, drawn to the window. His mouth had gone dry, his jaw hung open in awe.
 
   “I never thought I would be this close the stars,” he said. All previous doubts were erased. He was born to do this.
 
   “I had the similar reaction the first time I saw it. Even now, after all these star cycles, it takes my breath away.” Reave was looking out the window, at nothing in particular. He zoned out, speaking more to himself than to the boy before him. “This universe does not belong to one species. It’s home to all of us. It is an Alioth’s job to defend it.” The Alioth looked down at him, and Xalen had to make a conscious effort to not let his gaze focus on the terrible scar mutilating part of his face. “Of course, you don’t have to be an Alioth if you don’t want to. There are plenty of jobs at the Bastion.”
 
   “No!” Xalen exclaimed, more forcefully than he’d intended. “This is my dream.” He felt an explosion of pride for the Alioths organization, an organization he knew so very little about, but one that already stirred a sense of belonging. “I want to do all I can to help those in need.”
 
   The veteran Alioth smiled. “I knew you would say that. You have the same fire in your eyes that stirs within me.”
 
   The boy tried not to grin too widely as he spoke. “There’s something I still don’t get. If the Black Sanction are behind the Dearg attacks, why not simply go to their headquarters and take them out?”
 
   “There lies the problem. We don’t know where their headquarters are. If we did, we would be able to anticipate the next Dearg attack. As it stands now, the Dearg holes appear in random planets, but always close to a town or city, and attack. By the time the Alioths arrive at the planet, the damage has been done.”
 
   “So we have to find the headquarters as soon as possible.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been telling the Bastion since the Dearg attack began ten star cycles ago. Those politicians, however, think that our resources are better spent in anticipation.”
 
   “They’re trying to figure out a pattern so that they can predict where the next Dearg attack will be.” There was a layer of disgust in Reave’s voice. “So while lives are being lost, the Bastion continues to pour credits into this preventive program, when what they ought to do is eliminate the problem at the root. Destroy the Black Sanction.” Reave took a breath. “Anyhow. How about you rest for a while. It’s going to be a long trip to Chas.”
 
   “Chas?”
 
   “It’s a small moon close to the Bastion. I’ll tell you more when we get there. For now, let’s get some rest.” Reave laid down. Xalen could tell that even if he pressed him for more information, he would not produce more. A moment later, the ship was filled with Reave’s loud snores.
 
   Xalen shut his eyes, letting the excitement wash over him. He still couldn’t believe how ridiculous it sounded in his head. He was going to become a member of an elite group of space defenders: The Alioths. After a childhood of misery, life was finally going his way. Or at least that’s what he thought.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   “What do you mean I’m going to stay there?” asked Xalen, at a loss over what he was hearing. He had been woken minutes ago by Reave. The ship was now hovering over a blue marble that hung in space. Had it not been for what the man had just told him, he would have been admiring the cloudy ring around the moon that made it impossible to see past it. 
 
   “It’s no trick statement,” said Reave. “I mean exactly what I said. You’re going to stay here in Chas.”
 
   “But … I thought I was going to travel with you. Aren’t you going to train me to become an Alioth?”
 
   “Me? Train someone?” The man got a good long chuckle at his own question, which made Xalen’s skin crawl with anger. “Trust me. I’m not cut out to teach anyone anything.” 
 
   Xalen’s mind froze. “So how am I supposed to learn how to become an Alioth? On my own?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Reave. He pointed down at the moon, which, with the ship moving closer, was growing larger by the second. “You’ll be studying at the Zizor Dojo. Of the three Alioth academies, it is the best by far. It is headed by Sensei Kayos, one of the most legendary Alioth warriors in the history of our order.”
 
   Xalen took short, shallow breaths as he realized what he was going to have to do. He was going to spend his days locked up in a building with hundreds of people his own age. What would he say? What would he do? Besides Rund, he had only dealt with the children on a daily basis. 
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” said Reave. “You’re very behind in your training and you don’t think you’ll ever be able to catch up to the other students.”
 
   “That’s not what I was thinking,” admitted Xalen. He’d always been a hard worker, and being behind did not bother him. It only gave him further incentive to work harder to catch up to the students who promised to be light years ahead of him. “I’m not the same as all those other people.” He lifted his shirt, revealing the dark metal circle that could be seen under the skin. “I don’t even have a heart.” As the words flowed from his mouth, he vividly recalled that cold morning many star cycles ago. 
 
   He was but child, hardly seven cycles old. Vintra was known for its harsh winters, but this particular winter had been particularly severe. Agnes had told him to not waste his time at the window, through the thick storm, it would be impossible to see any arriving visitors. Nonetheless, in his excitement, he looked out the window, eager to see the rich family that had scheduled the visit. It wasn’t long before he was rewarded with the sight of a dark blob moving over the snowy plains. As the blob moved closer, it revealed six wheels aligned in rows of three, and a large metal, square body.
 
   “They’re here!” yelled Xalen. He knew for a fact this particular family was looking for a boy around his age. This was the day. The day that he might actually be adopted.
 
   “You better not embarrass me, boy!” hissed Agnes.
 
   “No. No. I won’t”
 
   A knock on the door.
 
   The boy’s skin tingled with excitement.
 
   When Agnes opened the door, a man and a woman trudged in, noses held high. Their extravagant, multicolored silk clothing was but a small testament to their wealth. The pencil-mustached man wore a long blue robe. The woman had a fine red dress draped over her large body. She wore an oversized gold ring on each finger, and three sparkling silver necklaces hung from her neck. 
 
   The man’s eyes took in his surroundings with a quick glance. Then, in a tone that made it clear he didn’t think much of the dull orphanage, he said, “I still don’t see why we had to come to this place, dear. There are plenty of orphanages in the Bastion. Coming so far out to the outskirts is such a waste of our valuable time.”
 
   The woman did not look entirely convinced. “Those Bastion boys have spent their entire lives running from the law. I want a good boy to love. One who does not have a rebellious heart.”
 
   Xalen took this as his cue. He casually strode in front of the couple. He did not look their way, feigning that he was headed into the kitchen.
 
   The woman took the bait. “And who might this charming young man be?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with something that, in his naive mind, Xalen thought could only be love.
 
   “He’s a nobody,” said Agnes before Xalen could answer. She stepped in front of the boy. “His only purpose here is to clean.”
 
   The man ran his finger over a countertop. His pale finger grew dark with dust. “He’s not really good at his job, is he?”
 
   Sensing that he was losing the family, Xalen stepped out from behind Agnes. “I’m actually an orphan here, sir.”
 
   “Ahhhh,” cried the woman. “He’s so cute and adorable. What is your name, boy?”
 
   “Xalen.” He tried to remain calm, even though his insides felt as if they were going to explode.
 
   “This boy is not up for adoption,” said Agnes, her face growing white. She was in danger of losing her hardest working servant. “He’s a freak who doesn’t listen to reason.”
 
   “Nonsense,” countered the rich woman. “He’s nothing but a sweetheart.” She crouched down, so that she and Xalen were face to face. An overwhelming scent of jasmine perfume flowed from her and into Xalen’s nostrils. He tried not to sneeze. “Would you like to come with me? There is a large garden back home where you could play with your sisters and brothers. We’ll attend plays every week, and enjoy only the sweetest foods and treats from across the universe.”
 
   Xalen swallowed hard with excitement. “I would have brothers and sisters?” 
 
   “Oh, yes. They were orphans just like you. But not anymore.”
 
   Xalen’s skin tingled. “Yes. Y...es. I would love that very much.”
 
   What happened next occurred so quick, that Xalen barely had enough time to register the events. Agnes came behind him, took hold of his old shirt and pulled it over his head. By the time Xalen had tugged his shirt back down, the damage had already been done.
 
   “What was that?” shrieked the woman. The compassionate face she’d had before had given way to one of pure terror. 
 
   “I tried to tell you,” said Agnes, grinning with satisfaction. “He’s a freak. The boy doesn’t even have a heart.”
 
   In an exaggerated, almost rehearsed manner, the woman wobbled on her feet. Only the intervention of the man, who caught her, saved her from crashing into the floor. 
 
   “A boy with no heart?” squealed the woman. “I want a boy who is capable of loving. A…” She inhaled deeply. “A monster with no heart could never be capable of such feelings.”
 
   The man felt the need to add his own opinion to the mix. “I suggest you throw that kid out to the wolves. Though I doubt even a wild creature would want to feast on such tainted flesh.”
 
   “I would,” agreed Agnes. “But I love my children too much to do such a thing. Even if they are mistakes of nature.” She waved over at the hallway that led to the other rooms. “Please follow me. I have plenty of other regular children that I'm sure you’ll find to your liking.”
 
   The couple followed, not bothering to look down at the boy.
 
   Sobbing, Xalen opened the door, running out into the storm. He wanted to die. He wanted to stop feeling this pain that raged within him, a pain that told him he would never belong. How could he? As Agnes had so eloquently put it, he was nothing but a ‘mistake of nature.’
 
   But the boy’s wish did not come. He walked and walked, delving deeper into the wild. His skin shivered as hail and rain bombarded him from every angle. He fell to his knees, surrounded by only trees and a howling wind, and awaited the end. His energy was all but drained, but suddenly, his body swelled with an intense wave of energy. The metal piece in his chest glowed a bright white, almost as if the power of the ice itself had been absorbed by it.
 
   Lost and confused, the boy sobbed into his arms for what seemed an eternity. When he finally got back to the orphanage, the rover was gone. Agnes was pacing the entrance hall, her heavy footsteps thumping loudly.
 
   “Good. You’re not dead,” she said as way of greeting. “Warm my water and get my clothes ready. I just sold a boy and will be eating out with my friends tonight.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.” Xalen kept his head down as he headed to the clothing room. Never again did he put himself before any of the potential parents that came to the orphanage. 
 
   To his surprise, Reave did not express the slightest sign of shock or repulsion. “It may be made of a different substance than mine, but it’s a heart nonetheless. Embrace your difference. It is what makes you who you are.” 
 
   Xalen wanted to scream at him. How could he embrace something that had caused him so much misery throughout his life? He wanted to tell Reave that he knew nothing of his pain. That he knew nothing of how it felt going around, with a physical scar showcasing to the world just how much of a freak you were. But as he readied his rant, he caught sight of the terrible burn mark on Reave’s face. He gulped, swallowing down the speech he had so eloquently written in his mind.
 
   Unable to form any more words, he remained quiet as the ship landed and its engines turned off. The door slid open, and Xalen’s jaw almost dropped. The ship had landed in the middle of a large field. At their side were countless other ships of different shapes and sizes. A path of polished stone spread before them in a straight line. There was a large red gate that seemed to reach to the clear skies. It had a golden, snake-like rim running through the top. It shined brightly under the light of the blue sun. Two massive open doors were at the center of the gate. 
 
   “Wait until you see the inside,” said Reave, motioning for Xalen to follow.
 
   Their footsteps crunched softly as they walked down the straight path of white stones. Moments later, when they reached Zizor’s gate, Xalen’s mouth opened even wider. He had spent so many years living within the dull walls of the orphanage, that he had to rub his eyes to make sure they weren’t being deceived.
 
   The sight within the walls was not only large, but beautiful. Palm trees rose from the lush green grass. Large gray stones were spread around the garden, many occupied by groups of chattering students. A crystal-clear lake encompassed the entirety of the interior’s southwest corner. Some sort of black-feathered birds rested on long leaves that floated in the water. He mused they had to be native to the moon. But by far, the most impressive thing of all had to be the breathtaking pagoda that dominated the end of the garden. The more he saw it, the more he realized that pagoda wasn’t the right word. It was more like a castle with dozens of pagodas stacked over each other. Thick red pillars held up the dozens of jade rooftops that rose in different parts of the temple. The walls were an even mix of black and crimson colors. Dozens of what he could only assume were students of different species, walked in and out of the temple. None of them wore the same expression of awe that Xalen was certain was plastered across his own face. It was as if the years they had spent in this place had washed away the awe of the spectacle before them. 
 
   “Ready to go?” asked Reave. It was more of an order than a question. Xalen followed, trying his best to take a mental picture of everything he was experiencing. The cheery blossoms by the lake, the scent of the honeyed flowers that were growing around the palms, the chatter of the students as they … Xalen suddenly realized that the babble of voices had given way to an awkward silence, followed by a series of stares and hushed whispers.
 
   “It’s him,” said a boy with thick lips. His eyes sparkled with admiration.
 
   A Cestia female craned her neck behind her books. Her four pointy ears perked up and her five eyes, which were aligned in a straight line under her brows, blinked rapidly. “Oh my, gosh. See that scar?” She tapped the human girl beside her. Xalen instinctively reached to the part of his shirt that concealed the scar over the empty void in his chest. “Wait until my family back on Xender hear about this.”
 
   “Out of the way,” came another murmur. “I want to see him too.”
 
   Xalen felt naked and exposed in front of these strangers. They didn’t know him; yet they were already passing judgment on him. He was about to give them a piece of his mind, when he realized that the gazes were not directed at him. They were meant for the man beside him.
 
   Reave continued to walk without the slightest concern for the commotion he’d stirred. As if getting this reaction was an everyday occurrence. The realization that he knew next to nothing of the Alioth made Xalen feel uneasy. Who is this man, anyway? 
 
   “Reave,” called a frail voice. 
 
   Pushing his question aside, Xalen turned his attention to the source of the voice. A woman who walked with a limp and the help of a cane, emerged from within the temple. She had a squared jaw. Her features were nearly obstructed by the countless wrinkles that etched her saggy skin. She wore a long blue robe and a golden ring on each of her shaky fingers.
 
   Reave stood rigid at the temple’s entrance, bowing deeply. “Alpha Sensei Kayos. It is good to see you again.” He held his bow for the eternity it took the gray-haired woman to reach them.
 
   “Please, my friend,” Kayos said, embracing the man. “There is no need for such formalities.” She was so small that she was almost lost in the frame of the larger man.
 
   “Look down when you greet the sensei,” said Reave, stepping back and facing Xalen. 
 
   “S…sorry,” mumbled Xalen. He faced the fine marble floor. A trembling hand settled on his shoulder. 
 
   A voice he recognized as that of Kayos spoke. “Let me see you, boy.” Sheesh, first they say look down. Now look up. Make up your mind already! Despite his little internal rant, Xalen did as instructed. Kayos had kind eyes, like those he had pictured many times on his imaginary grandmother. “You’re Xalen, right?
 
   Xalen nodded.
 
   “Good to have you here. I’ve heard so much about you from Reave.” For a split second Kayos’s eyes traveled to where Xalen’s heart should have been. “I find that stories never do reality justice. It’s an honor to finally meet you.”
 
   “Likewise, ma’am,” said Xalen, lost at the sensei’s words. Why had Reave told Kayos about him? It wasn’t as if he were anyone special. 
 
   Kayos motioned them to follow her. “Come to my office, Reave. We have much to discuss.”
 
   “Of course, Sensei.”
 
   Xalen took off after them. 
 
   The scarred man held up his hand. “Not you, Xalen.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Wait here and stay out of trouble.”
 
   Stay out of trouble. Yup, sounds easy enough. He watched the two warriors trudge through the doors and head up a flight of stairs. From the corner of his eye, he felt dozens of cold stares etching into his back. I can do that....
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   A dark figure moved over the barren land. His boots thumping softly, contrary to his heart, which was beating ever quicker. He wore a sleeveless tunic, exposing a muscular arm on his left side, and a metal arm on his right. He perked his pointed ears, straining to hear anything out of the norm. There shouldn’t be anyone here, but one could never be too careful. Scavengers weren’t known to be picky about who they attacked.
 
   Fumes of smoke rose ten feet into the air from the many vents scattered across the red plains of Planet K’lech. Amlaidh moved aside, sidestepping yet another gush of hot air. He wiped the sweat from his brow. His hand came to a stop over the small piece of bone that protruded on the side of his forehead. He had two such pieces of bones. They were a testament of his mixed birth to a human female and a Zander male.
 
   Far in the distance, he made out the hazy black mountains. Amlaidh mumbled a curse under his breath as he swatted another flea aside. K’lech’s stuffy heat and its proliferation of hungry fleas, arid land, and volcanoes made it one of the least populated planets in the galaxy. Which made it the perfect place to hold the secret meeting he was headed to. Nonetheless, Amlaidh couldn’t help but feel a wave of anger at being summoned here. Hadn’t he always followed his orders to the letter? Hadn’t he proved he was capable after all these years?
 
   Yet, he’d been summoned here like a child. As if a simple message would have been too much for him to comprehend.
 
   “Get lost!” yelled Amlaidh. He brought up his metal hand. It glowed a bright purple as he powered it up. A second later, a violet mass of plasma shot out from the hand cannon. He could have changed the shape of the energy into many forms, but he stuck with the classic jet of power. The thick mass of energy slammed into the dark flea, incinerating it in a blink of an eye. “That will teach you!” 
 
   He gritted his teeth as three fleas, even larger than the first one, took the place of their fallen comrade. Breathing heavily, he lumbered on, ignoring the pests. 
 
   Not until he reached the entrance to the cave did the fleas finally scatter. Amlaidh was not surprised. Even the basest creations of nature knew to fear the cold dread emanating from deep within the cave. It was a fear he had felt many times in his nineteen star-cycles; it was a dread that he hoped one day to imitate. 
 
   His steps echoed off the walls as he descended deeper into the humid cave. Hundreds of different sized stalactites hung above him. Amlaidh made it a point to walk around each time he was directly below a large one. He was probably being a bit paranoid, but he kept on imagining one of them falling and impaling him to the rocky ground. He wondered what the man he was about to meet would say if he saw him now. He’d probably get a speech about how dishonorable it was to cower before a mere piece of rock.
 
   He shook his head. Focus. Amlaidh straightened and narrowed his eyes. He was nearing the end of the cave, which meant he would have to be at his absolute best in order to not disappoint his contact. 
 
   The domed room of the cave wasn’t terribly large. It was barely large enough to hold the vertical pipe standing against the back wall. Nonetheless, when he spoke, his voice echoed as if they were in a large interior.
 
   “I have come as requested,” said Amlaidh, bowing slightly.
 
   “It is good to see you again,” greeted a deep voice. Amlaidh fought the urge to gag at the stench coming from the end of the cave. He knew that the man wasn’t well. In fact, he was not even a man, at least not in the traditional sense. The being before him had lost most of what made him a Zander long ago. He’d had to resort to living inside a hazy tube that kept him alive by pumping foul-smelling plasma through his veins. He could leave the tube only once every few cycles, and even then he was barely strong enough to do anything beyond walk. “I was afraid that you would not show yourself, Amlaidh. Few would venture to such a planet as this.”
 
   Amlaidh gritted his teeth under his closed lips. Did he think him a coward? “Of course I came. For you, I would traverse the entire universe if need be.”
 
   The voice from within the tube reverberated through the cave. “That is good to hear. Because I have a mission for you. One that will prove to be your most challenging one yet. Do you think yourself ready?”
 
   “I’m more than ready for any task you have for me.” Amlaidh stared at the tube, wishing the frame within it wasn’t so blurry. It was impossible to gauge the man’s reactions within the murkiness.
 
   “Let us hope you are, because my future, your destiny, and the course of the universe hinges on your success.” There was a long pause. “We wouldn’t want another failure again like the one in Nimue.”
 
   “That was out of my contro—” He bit his tongue. The man before him cared nothing for excuses. The only thing that registered with him were results. “Allow me to prove my worth to you.”
 
   There was a long silence, followed by a series of sickly coughs. Amlaidh waited without uttering a word. Pumping plasma into one’s veins was not natural, and this occasional loud outburst was just one of the side effects. Hearing the ruckus made the irony of the situation even more vivid. The man lived on the brink of death, a shell of his former self. Yet, every time Amlaidh stood before him, he felt unworthy and exposed, as if he were the one who had resorted to such a pathetic form of living. 
 
   “Amlaidh!” called the man quite suddenly. “You’re to travel to the one of the moons of the Celtia system, Chas. There you’ll find a boy living with the Alioths, one who is known as Xalen. You will bring him to me. Alive.”
 
   A boy from the Alioths? Amlaidh had always been able to take tidbits of information and see the bigger picture, but the need for a nobody Alioth was something that he had no answer for. 
 
   “Is there a problem, Amlaidh?”
 
   “No. No problem. I will do as you have requested.” He took a breath, forming the words as he’d rehearsed them back in the ship. “There was one other matter I wished to speak about.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “It’s about the Deargs. They appear and kill people all over the universe, many who are innocent. Isn’t there something you could do to put an end to this? Destroying an army base or a Bastion embassy I understand. I see no use in killing women and children.”
 
   “Are you questioning my authority?” The white tube grew a crimson red.
 
   Amlaidh staggered back. It wasn’t out of fear of harm that he retreated, he knew the man had no power to harm him, not directly at least. It was the fear of disappointing him, just like he had all those years ago. “No…no, sir. I simply thought—”
 
   “Leave the thinking to me. I’m Yashvir, The beginning and end of this universe. I will not be questioned.”
 
   Amlaidh understood that the conversation was over. “I will do as you have commanded.” He bowed slightly and turned, walking quickly out of the cave. He had a target to capture, a target that would prove to the man that he was a worthy successor. I won’t fail you. I promise, Father.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ 
 
    
 
   “Get back down, Beatrix,” said her mother. “The guards will see you.”
 
   “I don’t care,” said the blue-eyed girl, she ran her hand through her brown hair and hopped atop a large rock. From there she had a clear view of the entire tribe, from old lady Magnes to her childhood friend Lista. They, along with the other members of her small tribe, were spread across the green field, packing the last of their belongings in the dark cases the Bastion had provided.
 
   “People of Palek!” she screamed. “My entire life I’ve heard of the great deeds we’ve accomplished. It was our people who first colonized this planet when it was deemed uninhabitable. It was our ancestors who defended it against the ravenous storms and turned the land into one that is prosperous. It was our men who went to war against the destroyer of world’s and fought bravely for the Bastion, taking out more of Yashvir’s creatures than any other battalion our size.” A few people stopped what they were doing to give her a quick glance, but most continued with their task. I have to get through to them. “Are we now simply supposed to stand aside while our land is stolen by the Bastion? People of Palek,” she raised her fist into the air, “join me. We must fight for our land!”
 
   Beatrix breathed heavily, waiting for her people to rally behind her and fight against the injustice that was being committed against them. But instead, they gazed at the ground as they continued to fill the leather cases with the few possessions they could carry. 
 
   “Get down, Beatrix!” hissed her mother through her teeth. “The guards will—”
 
   “What do we have here?” asked a Bastion guard in a loud snort. He walked with long strides, stopping to look at the girl. He pulled on his long mustache with one hand, and rubbed his oversized belly with the other. “Another Palek insurgent looking to stir up trouble?”
 
   Beatrix’s mother, a short, slim woman with a myriad of wrinkles across her tired face stepped in front of the guard. “She’s not looking to start any trouble, sir.”
 
   “What nonsense is she spewing? From where I was standing it sounded as if she was trying to start an uprising.”
 
   “What if I was? Don’t—” began Beatrix. 
 
   The older lady pulled her daughter behind her. “She means nothing by it. She has a big mouth, but she means well.”
 
   “I’ll be merciful just this once. But you best keep her under control.” He glanced hungrily down Beatrix’s low-cut blouse and licked his cracked lips. “I wouldn’t want to come back to pay your luscious daughter a personal visit.”
 
   “I will.” The woman spoke rapidly. It was the way her voice always got when she was nervous.
 
   The guard turned, leaving behind a red-faced Beatrix. “Why did you stop me, Mom? Someone has to put an end to this.”
 
   “Shhhhh …” the woman brought her finger to her lips. “Don’t you love me?”
 
   Beatrix’s features softened. “Of course I do. Why would you ask something like that?”
 
   “Because you know I’ve lost everything. Your father and my brother both died trying to keep our land from the Bastion. In fact…” She motioned to the people around them folding their tents into neat, thick rectangles. “There is no one from our tribe who has not lost someone. All our men have been killed, and now you would have me lose you as well?”
 
   Beatrix stiffened. Why did her mother always have to make her feel guilty? “I love you, just like I love our people. That is why I’m trying to fix this injustice!”
 
   The woman shook her head. “So headstrong.” The way she said it made it sound as if it was a negative attribute. “Your father and uncle were the same way. It did them no good, did it?”
 
   Scowling, Beatrix said, “At least they didn’t stand by while our land was being stolen from under our very noses. They died defending us. Defending you!”
 
   “Enough!” The woman’s usually kind eyes turned vicious. “Ever since you were a little girl you’ve been trying to fix every wrong, but the world doesn’t work that way, Beatrix. You’ve only lived seventeen cycles, I don’t expect you to understand, but I do expect my daughter to obey my command. You will keep quiet and pack your things!”
 
   Wordless and shaking, Beatrix turned her back on her mother, sprinting away from the helpless sheep her people had become. She ran and ran, not stopping until she reached the tall pine tree that rose on the outskirts of the prairie. A tear dripped from her eyes as she ran her finger over the carving her father and she had etched into the tree all those cycles ago. Her eyes closed.
 
   This is our home, muttered her father. She was that little girl all over again. She coughed as his father’s strong aroma after a day’s work at the fields filled her nostrils. With his strong hands, he threw Beatrix over his shoulder, talking as he walked. It is where my father’s father, and his father’s father lived out their life. And it is where you will one day raise your family. We must cherish it and protect it.
 
   Her eyes opened. There was no father. No more scent of mud. No strong arms to cradle her safely. All that was left was anguish, dark and bleak. Anguish at having lost her father and uncle. Anguish at having been unable to protect their land. Hours later, as she boarded the Bastion ship relocating them to another moon, that anguished turned into an icy fury.
 
   Her mother rested a hand on her shoulder, Beatrix’s rage was replaced by a look of defeat. It was the same look that was shared by every woman, child, and elder who surrounded her. 
 
   As the ship rose into the sky, ready to take them to their new home, Beatrix stared at the steel floor. She had no desire to look out the window as the Bastion architects scoured Palek, deciding where they would defile the land by erecting their steel buildings. The young girl’s knuckles turned white as she balled her hand into a fist. It was all she could do to keep herself from screaming.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Xalen moved down the long corridor, gazing at one statue after another. There seemed to be countless statues lining both sides of the corridor like silent, marbled guardians. Golden plaques were etched under their feet, relaying the story of the person above. He didn’t bother to read any of them until he reached a statue that, instead of marble, was made of simple stone. Its legs and hands were cracked, and half of the face was missing. The plaque underneath read:
 
   In memory of Alioth Musashi. 
 
   In starcycle 333 the Sanatus, vile creatures of destruction, arrived from the depths of space. Their armies destroyed all who got in their way. No one could stand against their ferocity. On the brink of total annihilation, a warrior rose from the ranks of the humans. He led the Bastion in the victory of High Void. He turned the tides at the Clash of Red Hill. He alone was responsible for the destruction of the Sanatus’ third battalion. When his time came to—
 
   “Hey, move,” ordered a voice behind him.
 
   Xalen turned, coming face-to-face with a girl with light purple skin. She looked to be the same age as him. Half of her head was bald, the other sported a long wave of dark hair. The mysterious tattoo decorating the bald spot, along with the frown on her face, gave her a tough exterior. She wore a light brown leather suit that exposed the top of her breasts. Her left arm had been completely replaced by a metallic one the color of her suit. Within the small holes and patterns in the metal pieces of the arm, he saw the careful work of an expert metaton. The cables were aligned neatly inside, without a single one exposed to the elements. The way she effortlessly moved her arm made it obvious that it was evenly weighted.
 
   “Are you going to stare all day?” she asked, her hands thrown up in the air. “Didn’t you hear me the first time? Move!”
 
   He moved aside. “Sorry. It’s just that I’ve never seen a—” He racked his brain, realizing that he had no idea what species the girl was.
 
   The girl ignored him. She held an electronic pad in her right hand, where she scribbled something with a long stylus. 
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Xalen. 
 
   “What’s it to you?” she answered, so quickly that Xalen was certain that was a rehearsed, go-to answer. 
 
   “I’m just curious, that’s all. I’m new here.”
 
   The girl dropped what she was doing and turned to him, a frown on her face. “Stop talking to me. Don’t you see that I’m busy? Sensei Barteau will have my head if I don’t finish this by tonight.”
 
   “Can’t be that hard,” said Xalen, hoping he wasn’t overstepping his boundaries. “All you’re doing is copying what it says in that plaque.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, but refrained from saying another word.
 
   “You must have a library around here somewhere,” added Xalen. “If you have to write a report on this…” He took another look at the plaque. “Alioth Musashi, then you should just go there and get some books to finish your report.”
 
   The girl continued scribbling on her pad. “You would have me read a book?” She chuckled. “That would be a first.”
 
   “You don’t have to read all of it. All you have to do is grab a few books and skim over the details. Then simply put in a few of your own ideas.” The words blurted out of his mouth before he had a chance to think about it. “I could help you, if you want.”
 
   She stopped scribbling. “You? Help me? Why? You do know who I am right? My name is Nandi. I’m a Mordered. Did Lastrius put you up to this?” Her eyes grew wide and she stomped toward him, metal arm flailing from side to side. “Because I swear. I will kick both your—”
 
   “Lastrius? Who is that?”
 
   “Fine then. You seem totally useless in battle, which means that you’re probably smart.” She smirked to herself.
 
   Xalen ignored the insult for two reasons. One, he needed friends and had none. This was not the time to get picky. Two, she was right, besides what he’d taught himself from battle scrolls, he had no training whatsoever when it came to fighting. But books he did know. 
 
   Wordlessly, he followed her through a labyrinth of corridors and out to the yard, the same yard he had come through earlier. Dozens of stares followed them as they walked. He had a feeling that many of them were not directed at him, but at the girl beside him.
 
   “Keep up,” she said, descending a flight of stairs. They emerged in an underground tunnel. Their loud footsteps echoed off the concrete floor.
 
   There were two open doors at the end of the tunnel. Inside, Xalen, caught a glimpse of countless of bookshelves aligned in uneven rows. 
 
   “You guys sure keep your library well hidden,” he said.
 
   They walked into the library, his mouth slackened. At first he had thought that the room was going to be small, but it was gigantic, with countless staircases and elevators that descended deeper underground. There were hundreds of students seating in the cushioned chairs, reading from electronic pads, books, and scrolls.
 
   “I know,” said the Mordered “They could use this to store ammunition and weapons.” She sighed. “But instead they wasted it on useless books.” 
 
   “Ummm…,” said Xalen. This girl was something else. “That’s not exactly what I was thinking about.”
 
   “Shhhh…” A wrinkled, hunched woman with glasses brought her finger to her lips. “This is a library!” Her voice carried through the large room. “Keep your volume down!”
 
   “Shessh,” said Nandi. “Sorry, Madam Overreaction.” 
 
   The elderly librarian frowned, not that Nandi seemed to care. She took Xalen’s hand and pulled him toward an elevator. Her skin was ridiculously smooth. His insides turned icy. He wasn’t exactly sure why. Maybe it had to do with the fact that he’d never really felt the touch of a girl before today.
 
   He let go of her hand, hoping she hadn’t noticed that her touch had flustered him. 
 
   If she took any notice, she showed no signs of it. “Hurry up.”
 
   They stepped into the elevator. Xalen tried to collect his thoughts, concentrating on the purple interior walls and the overbearing scent of jasmine incense.
 
   They emerged in a smaller room with two shelves at the center. Florescent lights shone from the oval lamps above. “Here we are. Alioth Musashi’s level.”
 
   “This guy has his own room?” asked Xalen astounded.
 
   “That is what I said, isn’t it? The Alioths are named after him. He’s a pretty big deal.”
 
   Xalen couldn’t imagine what the man could have possibly done to earn such an honor. Whatever it was, it must have been nice to have people look up to you in such a way. To have people admire you so much as to name something after you. What he wouldn’t give to have such a feeling.
 
   “Get to it,” ordered Nandi. “Show me these amazing research skills of yours.”
 
   Xalen shook himself back to attention. He might have been new to this place, but that didn’t mean he was a stranger to how it worked. He had frequented the library back on Vintra many times. He selected a few books from the shelves and threw them on the desk, where they both took a seat. Usually it would have taken longer to find the right books, but every book on the shelves involved the legendary warrior, Alioth Musashi. This made everything monumentally easier. 
 
   He handed Nandi the three books that he thought she might find more bearable: The Battles of Alioth Musashi, Killcount of the Man Behind the Mask, and Musashi Battle Strategies to Decimate One’s Opponents.
 
   Her expression turned icy. “What is this?”
 
   “They’re books.”
 
   “Yes. I know that. Whatever happened to not reading any books?”
 
   “You’re not going to read them. Just skim through them and pull some information that may be useful. A few battle strategies. A quote or two about his thoughts during a fight. Then we’ll mix that with what I find in my books. We’ll add some of your thoughts, and tada!”
 
   She frowned, but refrained from saying anything further as she opened her first book. Once in a while, she would grunt and write something on her electronic pad.
 
   Xalen took his own stack of books, which, judging from the titles, were much less violent than the ones he’d given to his companion. The first one he scanned was Alioth: The Man Before the Legend. After that, he skimmed through The Psychology of Musashi.
 
   After about an hour, Xalen already considered himself a mini-expert on the man. According to the books, Musashi had grown up on Metrio, a dwarf planet at the very outskirts of the known galaxy. He had was the son of a wealthy entrepreneur, and as such was tutored on every subject imaginable from a young age. He attended Cambria University and became a scholar. Behind his father’s back, however, he used his substantial allowance to hire private mentors to tutor him on the way of the sword. As an adult, he served as a regular soldier during the invasion of the Sanatus. It was here that he devised the grand strategy that saved the galaxy from the brink of defeat.
 
   “Let me see your notes,” said Xalen.
 
   Nandi handed over her tablet and thumped her fingers softly on the table as Xalen went over her work. 
 
   He looked down at the notes, and then up at the girl, wondering if she was serious. What she’d written down was absolutely atrocious. Worse than atrocious, in fact. She displayed the academic skills of a five year old back at the orphanage. The first line read, He liked to fight. The second said, He would use the environment to his advantage.
 
   “What?” she said, looking not the least bit ashamed. “I’m a fighter, not an academic.”
 
   Xalen thought that was the understatement of the year. He copied her notes to his own datapad, and then handed the black device back to her. A sense of dread was rising within him, but after a second of reflection it went away. No matter how bad the report they managed to conjure was, it wouldn’t be as bad as Nandi’s original plan of simply copying the plaque word for word. With that in mind, he got to work. 
 
   For the next few hours, Xalen guided Nandi in creating her report. They began with a brief quote of Musashi’s thoughts, then they moved into his life and death. Throughout the project, Xalen added Nandi’s thoughts on the subject, which proved an arduous task. She didn’t seem to have an opinion on anything that didn’t involve bashing heads together. Xalen had to refine some of her quotes.
 
   Pummeled him into a pile of stardust, became, Tactically exploited enemies’ weaknesses.
 
   Beat the dying plasma out of him, became Strategized with his fellow commanders to exploit the layout of a galaxy to his advantage.
 
   Blew up everything in his path, turned into. Recognized that the dust of the Nexus moons could be used to set up a trap that would only affect the anatomy of the Astomi.
 
   After some time, they had a full three-page report.
 
   “Not bad, Whiz Spark,” she said, looking at the report. “I think this will be enough to get Sensei Barteau off my back.”
 
   “Whiz Spark?” 
 
   “Yes. It’s a name we use back in my home planet of Atreyu for smart folk.”
 
   “My name is Xalen.”
 
   Nandi frowned. “I like Whiz Spark much better.” She pressed the button, calling for the elevator. A jingle later, the platinum doors opened and they stepped in.
 
   “So tell me, Whiz Spark,” said Nandi once they were out in the yard again. Eyes followed them once more as they trudged down the stone path that cut through the grass. “You don’t have a weapon, which tells me you’re not a student. Why are you here?”
 
   “I’m going to be an Alioth, actually,” said Xalen, proudly.
 
   She eyed him suspiciously. “You? An Alioth?”
 
   Xalen didn’t even have time to get offended, for descending the stairs was Reave. He waved him over.
 
   “That’s my cue to leave,” said Nandi. “See ya’ around, Whiz Spark.” She turned and walked away, disappearing around a corner.
 
   “Where have you been?” asked Reave. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”
 
   “I was helping a student with a paper.”
 
   Reave stared at him curiously. “Well look at you. Barely got to Alioth academy and are already writing papers for other people.”
 
   “I didn’t write it. I helped her with it.”
 
   “Aha,” said Reave, not looking convinced. His face turned from one of disbelief to one of acceptance. “Well, at least you’re making some friends, but I’d be careful if I were you.”
 
   “Careful? Why would I have to be careful? She’s an Alioth like everyone here.”
 
   “She may be an Alioth, but she’s also a Mordered.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A Mordered,” said Reave. He motioned for Xalen to follow him, which the young man quickly did. They traversed the garden of the Zizor Dojo, ascended a short flight of stairs, and waded into a hall so large that it reminded Xalen of a shuttle bay bunker he’d seen in the books he read. Dozens of multi-colored tapestries lined the walls. Under each tapestry was a wooden sliding door. Each door was framed in wood and panels of translucent white paper. Students, headed to class, moved through the wall seemingly without any order. Every one they passed moved aside, making room for Reave. Their eyes twinkled with admiration. 
 
   “The Mordered hail from Atreyu, a planet not far from here. Despite being so close to the Bastion, they mostly keep to themselves.”
 
   “So they like their privacy,” said Xalen, more defensively than he had hoped to sound. “Why would that be a reason to be careful around her?”
 
   “You have to be careful because Mordered culture highly discourages their young from joining any faction that is not the Mordered Army. That is why you hardly see any Mordereds become Alioth.” Reave slid a door open and they walked into a long hallway filled with doors, each leading to a small office. Reave inclined his head as they passed the open doors. Beyond them sat women and men reading, writing, or scribbling on datapads. Xalen was certain these had to be the senseis’ offices. “Many of the Mordered who have become Alioths have later been revealed to be nothing but spies.”
 
   Xalen remained quiet. Now he understood why many of the students had given him sidelong glances when he was with Nandi. “If the Mordered are as so untrustworthy, why are they still allowed here?”
 
   “Sensei Kayos is not one to discriminate because of a people’s past. Besides, the Mordered are fearsome warriors. Their entire sense of belonging comes from war. In the battlefield, give me one Mordered warrior over ten regular humans.”
 
   Xalen believed Reave. Nandi had certainly looked fearsome enough. But he couldn’t help but feel confused over the news he’d received. “Are you saying that I shouldn’t be friends with Nandi?”
 
   “She gave you her name?” Reave’s eyebrow lifted. “You must have really made an impression on her. Mordereds rarely reveal their names at a first meeting.” He took a breath. “And no. I’m not telling you to not be her friend.”
 
   “Good, because I wasn’t planning on listening if you asked that of me.” Xalen hoped he didn’t come off as disrespectful, but he needed to make it clear that he wasn’t about to let people make all his choices for him. 
 
   Reave smirked, and Xalen got the sense that the man approved of his insistence on befriending Nandi. 
 
   “I’m simply saying,” began Reave, “that you should be careful. Mordereds can be heartless beings. Friendship is not a word they necessarily recognize.”
 
   “You would know about heartless all too well,” said a voice behind them. “Wouldn’t you, Reave?”
 
   Xalen turned to face the voice, which belonged to a slender woman. At first glance, she seemed rather normal. But after a closer look, Xalen saw that normal was far from the right word to describe her. She had short, dark hair and the whitest skin he’d ever seen. Both her tank top and pants were a deep black. She sported a well-defined physique that was the obvious product of many years of combat training. 
 
   “Junia!” said Reave in something between a shriek and a scream. “I … I was under the impression that you were out on a mission.”
 
   “Sorry to dis’point,” said Junia, smacking her tongue on her upper lip.
 
   Xalen was astounded. Reave, the man who up until now had been calm and collected and that everyone had eyed with admiration and awe, now played with his fingers and bopped from side to side, unable to keep his feet in place. His face seemed to have increased five shades of red.
 
   “Not disappointed, simply a little surprised. Sensei Kayos made no mention of you being here.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be here? I’m a Sn’sei of Alioth.”
 
   Reave and Xalen remained quiet.
 
   “Of course,” continued Junia, baring her teeth. “I’d be su’prised too if I had left without b’thering to say goodbye.”
 
   Reave exhaled. “Junia. I did not mean to—”
 
   “To what?” interrupted Junia. “You didn’t mean to leave without saying goodbye? Didn’t mean to not contact me during the past five star cycles?”
 
   “I sent you that note …”
 
   Junia’s snow-white skin darkened into a deep crimson. Her blue eyes turned into marbles of black. Xalen stepped back a few paces. He might not have known much about Mordereds, but he knew Feehans quite well. The color of their eyes was a window into their emotions, and black wasn’t usually associated with happy thoughts.
 
   “A note!” she fumed. “You think a measly note is enough to make up for your silence?” She didn’t wait for an answer. The woman stomped into her office and slammed the door.
 
   Dust from the ceiling drifted over their heads. Then Xalen heard the thump of footsteps. From the many open doors in the hall, the heads of senseis emerged, curious as to the source of the commotion.
 
   Reave clucked his tongue. “Let’s go.”
 
   Xalen bit his lip. Every fiber of his body wanted to prod into the veteran Alioth’s past with Junia. Despite his natural curiosity, he remained quiet. He had a feeling that Reave would not appreciate any questions about his private life.
 
   The walk to the door at the end of the hall was a quiet one. When they reached the blue door, the man faced him. Xalen made a conscious effort to not stare at the shriveled, burnt skin that seemed to beckon his eyes. 
 
   “This is where we part,” said Reave, his voice low. 
 
   “Part?”
 
   “Yes. There’ve been reports of Black Sanction sightings on a moon not far from here. I must look into it.”
 
   “By yourself?”
 
   “I always work alone.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “But nothing. You have your own tasks to worry about, don’t fret about mine.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Nodding, Reave turned and spoke without looking back. “Don’t let me down. Everything you do reflects on me.”
 
   Xalen watched him go, not entirely sure what to make of the man’s last words. Before he could ponder too much on them, the door swung open. Sensei Kayos stood there, her shaky figure looking up at him.
 
   “Come in, my boy.”
 
   Reave followed the slow woman into a small office. The room was mostly empty, with only a blue carpet on the floor and a few trinkets dangling from the ceiling.
 
   “Please, take a seat,” said Kayos. She sat on the carpet and crossed her legs. 
 
   Taking this as a cue to do the same, Xalen took a seat on the carpet, which was much softer than it looked.
 
   Kayos wasted no time. Her beady eyes narrowed as she rested her hands on her lap. She breathed heavily, as if the menial task of talking was too daunting. “Your time in Alioth won’t be easy. You’re coming in late. Very late. Had it not been for the respect I have for Reave, I would have never allowed someone so inexperienced to attend this dojo.”
 
   “Thanks, er… I guess.” Had Reave not told her about his training? “I’m not totally new. I have taught myself the sword and have read many books on dueling styles, tactics, and strategies.”
 
   The elderly lady arched an eyebrow. Xalen couldn’t tell if the woman was pleasantly shocked by this revelation or unimpressed. He had a feeling it was the latter. “In a week you’ll attend the trials. You will be expected to keep up with your fellow classmates.”
 
   “Of course,” said Xalen. He wouldn’t have it any other way. Watching and learning from his classmates in the field was a sure way of helping him quickly improve. At least that’s what he hoped.
 
   The woman’s face grew stern. “I hope you’re ready. These are turbulent times we’re living in. Deargs are attacking towns throughout the galaxy, and the Black Sanction is poised to make a move, I’m certain of it.
 
   Xalen couldn’t hold his curiosity any longer. “What is it about the Black Sanction that makes it such a threat? The people back at the market where I came from called its members heroes.”
 
   “Did you come from a human planet?”
 
   “A human city,” he answered.
 
   “Well, I suspect you have your answer. The Black Sanction cares only about human interests; they care nothing of the other races. If it means the survival of humanity, they would gladly sacrifice everyone else in the galaxy. It is because of this that many humans have come to see them as the heroes, but I guarantee you, they are nothing of the sort.”
 
   “Why do you say that, Sensei?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? They’re terrorists. Furthermore, every member of the Black Sanction possess an energy ability.” 
 
   “Many people have energy abilities,” said Xalen, his lips twisting in confusion. “That’s no crime.”
 
   “It is a crime when those abilities are stolen.”
 
   Stolen? Xalen was more confused than ever.
 
   The woman took a deep, wheezy breath. She fell into a violent fit of coughing before finally getting control of herself. “They murder beings who are born with energy abilities and transfer that ability to themselves.”
 
   “How? I would have thought that impossible.” 
 
   “I assure you, it is not impossible. The only thing we don’t know is how they do it.”
 
   The boy’s hand subconsciously travelled to his chest. The entire situation sounded eerily similar. Images of a fateful night back on Vintra flashed through his head. He felt the heat of the campfire as he and Rund sat beside it. He recalled the screams as the flames reached out to him. No, not to him, but into him. They travelled into his chest. The device within him had turned a deep red, easily visible through the skin. 
 
   “Young man?”
 
   Xalen shook his head, the forest disappeared, giving way to the musky office. “Yes, yes.” He tried to calm his breaths. Though this revelation had visibly put him on edge.
 
   “I know that you possess a similar ability. It is because of this, that before I can accept you into Alioth, you must understand that you will serve all the races, not just humans. And more importantly.” Her brown eyes met his. “You must never seek out the Black Sanction. You may think they may have some answers as to your own past, but I assure you that is not the case.”
 
   There was a moment of silence. He thought back to the countless hours he’d spent thinking of his past and strange ability. Then he said what the woman wanted to hear, “I will not seek out the Black Sanction.” Even as he said the words though, he wasn’t convinced he would honor them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Beatrix stared out the window. Her eyes closed and opened rapidly as she struggled to accept what she was seeing. She should back at home, hunting Antlans through the deep forest, or honing her sword skills in the training pit. But instead she was aboard a Bastion ship, gazing blankly out the window, her eyes settling on distant swirling blue gasses. In each corner of the square vessel stood an armed Bastion soldier. As if the elderly folk and children possessed an actual threat. Most of her people sat on two long, cushioned seats that were bolted, back to back, to the floor. 
 
   A hand landed on her shoulder.
 
   “Beatrix,” came her mother’s muffled voice.
 
   The young girl turned slowly. Her mother held her hands up, a bowl of white oatmeal resting in her palms. “Eat, Beatrix. We have many hours left in the voyage. You need your strength.”
 
   The girl took a whiff of the creamy concoction and her stomach growled. She was beyond hungry. But she wasn’t about to take anything from the Bastion. She might not have her father or her land, but she still had her Palek pride. “I’m not hungry.”
 
   Her mother rolled her eyes. “C’mon, Beatrix. Don’t do this. You haven’t eaten since we left. You have to eat.”
 
   “I said I’m not hungry,” she said with finality. She had no interest in getting in an argument, but she knew her father would have never taken handouts from the Bastion, and she was would not dishonor her papa by stomping on his memory. She was her father’s daughter, after all.
 
   Her mother began to speak, but she didn’t finish. A sudden screeching blast rang in her ear, followed by a tremor that reverberated through the hull of the ship. 
 
   Beatrix barely had enough time to recognize the screeches as the result of beeping bombs, when the lights of the ship went completely black. The deep blue emergency lights burst on, covering the ship in a dark tint. The hum of the engines died out, replaced by the ragged breathing of the scared passengers
 
   “What’s going on?” demanded a voice that Beatrix assumed belonged to one of the guards.
 
   “Someone just hit us with a beeping bomb,” mumbled the pilot, disbelief in his voice. “I don’t know how. There were no readings on the scanners of another ship.”
 
   “Bastion vessel,” boomed a deep voice from all around them. Whoever their attackers were, they had also hacked into the ship’s communicator. “We have linked ourselves to your hatch. Put down your hatch and prepare to be boarded.”
 
   “This is an official Bastion vessel,” countered the pilot. “An attack on it is punishable by death.”
 
   “Save me the speech, Bastion dog,” countered the voice. It held no tone of anger or accusation, only a monotone sternness that made it clear that the man on the other side of the speaker was not one to be meddled with. “I know full well who your masters are. Now put down your hatch and prepare to be boarded.” There was a brief moment of silence. “Do it not, and I will blast your ship into a thousand pieces.”
 
   Beatrix quickly recognized this as an empty threat. Whoever their attackers were, they had no intention of killing them. Why else would they go through the trouble of disabling the ship and hacking the communicator, but leaving life support intact? No. These people had more in mind than simply killing them, of that she was certain.
 
   Apparently she was the only one who had come to this conclusion. 
 
   “We can’t let them in, they will kill us all if we do,” said the guard. “The hatch is the most encoded part of the ship. They won’t be able to hack it before Bastion reinforcements arrive.”
 
   “We’ll be space dust by then,” squealed the pilot, fear in his voice. “I’m going to open the hatch. It’s the only chance we got.”
 
   No one argued with him this time. 
 
   Beatrix held her breath as the pilot pressed a button on his navigational panel. A second later there was a loud whine as the gray hatch slid open. She was now staring at three human figures, two males and one female. The two men could pass as twins. They were both tall and lanky with oversized noses and bushy brown hair. Their skin looked leathery. The only visible difference between the two ugly men was that one had a grimy mustache, while the other did not. The woman, on the other hand, was much shorter. She had thin lips and short hair that ended a little below her shoulders. All three wore long blue trench coats over their clothing. Beatrix’s eyes looked past that, settling on the metaton arms they all possessed. She’d heard many stories of energy users, but she had never actually seen one.
 
   The female pirate lifted her metal hand as it grew red in color. “Put your weapons down,” she ordered. “Or I’ll turn you all to a crisp.”
 
   Before she had even finished voicing her threat, the guards had already placed their blasters on the floor.
 
   “Now, face down on the floor and don’t look up,” added the mustached pirate. He aimed his metallic hand, which was crackling with yellow lightning, at the guards. “You wouldn’t want me to accidentally release a burst of energy.”
 
   The trembling guards refrained from saying a word.
 
   “What do you want with us?” asked Beatrix. Questioning murderous pirates probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but her mind often moved faster than her common sense. Besides, she had no intention of cowering like the guards were doing. If she was going to die, she was going to do so on her feet.
 
   “We got a feisty one here,” said the mustached pirate. With his crackling hand pointed at her chest, he moved towards her and reached for her hair.
 
   Disgusted at having his oily hand on her, Beatrix batted his weaponized arm away. 
 
   Two screams followed. One belonged to Beatrix’s hysterical mother, who couldn’t believe her daughter had just slapped away the weapon without fear of retaliation. The other scream was one of low rage emitting from the pirate.
 
   “How dare you?” His metallic hand shot up once more. “I will teach you to—”
 
   “Jesemiah!” thundered a deep voice. 
 
   The mustached pirate’s face froze. From within the tunnel that connected the vessels, a tall man, who looked to be a few cycles her elder, emerged. He had a squared chin covered by dark stubble. His right eye was a clear green. Like the other pirates, he wore a long trench coat over a white shirt and blue pants, though his coat was a dark brown instead of the blue the others wore. His left eye was a deep red marble that was surrounded by a square of gray metal.
 
   Beatrix took an uneasy step back. Metaton eye? She’d never heard of such a thing.
 
   “What are you doing?” demanded the newcomer.
 
   “N…nothing, Captain Gavin,” stuttered Jesemiah. His stance went rigid. 
 
   “I sincerely hope it was nothing,” said Gavin. His multi-colored eyes scanned the room. His gaze fell on Beatrix, and she felt her face grow red. Luckily, he looked away quickly. “We’re here to help these people, not attack them.”
 
   “Of course,” mumbled Jesemiah.
 
   “How is holding us at gunpoint helping us?” said Beatrix, attempting to regain her composure. “These people…” she motioned at the frightened elderly, women, and children behind her, “have already gone through enough. They don’t need to be harassed by pirates.”
 
   “Shhhhh…” said her mother from behind her.
 
   Gavin smiled at Beatrix. Despite the sudden weakening of her knees, she remained ramrod straight. 
 
   “Right you are,” agreed Gavin. “The Palek have gone through a lot lately. It wasn’t enough for the Bastion Council that your people were nearly wiped out defending the galaxy. They had to go and forcefully take your land from you. And why? Simply because you’ve had no Dearg attacks?” He shook his head disapprovingly. “Instead of going after the root of the problem and eliminating the Deargs at the source, they uprooted an entire clan.”
 
   “Am I supposed to be impressed? Anyone could have gotten that information from the newscarrier.” But she was, in fact, impressed. The fact that the Deargs had not appeared on Palek was a closely guarded secret, known only to the citizens of the planet and the Bastion Council. If the entire universe knew, there would have been a massive migration to the planet years ago. Whoever this man was, he was obviously well informed. Knowing this sensitive information hinted at him, perhaps, having connections in the Bastion.
 
   “No. Not impressed. Simply grateful that someone cares enough for your people to hold up a Bastion ship in the middle of an official navigation route.”
 
   “Why would you help us?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?” countered Gavin. “Like you, I know all too well the injustices the Bastion is capable of. We’re here to set you free. To take you to a place where the Bastion won’t be able to torment you anymore.”
 
   “And where is that?” asked Beatrix’s mother, finding her courage. “There is nowhere in the Noble Ring that the Bastion can’t find us. They have their Alioths everywhere.”
 
   “That’s why we don’t call the Noble Ring our home.”
 
   Beatrix’s mother’s hand reached her chest. She took a long gasp. “The Outer Ring?” It took her a few seconds to find her voice again. “You would have us live in that lawless territory where slavers, criminals, murderers, bounty hunters, and pirates roam freely. Why don’t you just kill us now?”
 
   Gavin’s soft smirk made it obvious he took the woman’s fears lightly. “I assure you, my lady. As long as you’re with us, the Outer Ring poses no danger.”
 
   “Says the pirate.”
 
   Beatrix moved protectively in front of her mother. She was certain that Gavin would not take this insult in stride. To her surprise, the captain didn’t make a move. Instead, he looked at the Palek people and said, “Come with us. The Bastion dogs will be here soon. I’m certain that many of you would rather be free with us, than live as prisoners of the Bastion.”
 
   Beatrix was dealt with another shock as the Palek gazed down at the floor, ignoring the captain’s pleas. Her people might have consisted of elderly folk and children, but they were still Palek. Where was their adventurous spirit? Their sense of defiance against tyranny?
 
   “I knew this was a waste of time,” grunted Jesemiah. “Lousy, good-for-nothings Paleks have no fighting spirit.”
 
   Before Beatrix thought it through, she reached for her sword. In one fluid movement, she rammed her elbow against Jesemiah’s chest, tossing him across the wall, and brought the tip of her sword to his neck.
 
   “Don’t you ever speak like that of my people,” she ordered, her frame shaking.
 
   Jesemiah’s companions, the female and male, pointed their metatons at Beatrix, but she didn’t care. She was fine with dying, as long as she took this blasphemous fool with her.
 
   “Kill her. She bled me!” thundered the pirate. Indeed, dark crimson blood was now flowing from his nose.
 
   The shots did not come, however. 
 
   “Whose fault is that?” asked the captain. He nodded approvingly at Beatrix. “It looks like the Palek’s fighting spirit is alive and well.”
 
   The injured pirate gritted his teeth. “But… but…”
 
   “But nothing,” finished Gavin. “You will honor your new sister.” He looked at the two other pirates. “Put your arms down.”
 
   Beatrix understood what had just happened. Gavin knew, even before she herself did, that she was going to join them. 
 
   “My daughter is not going anywhere,” said the older woman, doubt in her voice. A shaky hand landed on Beatrix’s shoulder. “You’re not going with them, right?”
 
   The young girl swallowed hard. She loved her mother, this much she knew, but she also knew that she could no longer stand by idly as her people were tossed aside by the Bastion. She turned to the woman who had seen her grow from a freckle-faced little girl to the woman she was today. 
 
   “I have to go,” said Beatrix. 
 
   “How can you do this? To your people. To your father!”
 
   Beatrix swallowed the lump on her throat. “I’m doing this for my people.”
 
   “No!” Not since that gray morning when her father had left with the small Palek army, never to return, did Beatrix recall her mother be this firm. Her entire body shook and her voice quivered, but she stood her ground. Perhaps there was hope for her after all.
 
   “I’m leaving,” said Beatrix. She sheathed her weapon and took a step away from her.
 
   She loved her mother. Her mother had always been there for her, protecting her from the evils of the world. But now it was her mother who was holding her back; Beatrix had outgrown her care.
 
   “Come back here!” cried the woman.
 
   Beatrix trudged into the connection tunnel. She didn’t look back, for if she turned and gazed into those tired eyes, she feared she might not go through with leaving.
 
   “Beatrix.” The voice that had been full of anger, now turned pleading. “Get back here. If…If…if you leave you will never be welcome back as my daughter ever again…”
 
   Beatrix stopped. Her heartbeat thumped in her ears, and for a split second there was only silence. The words of her father came alive within her. It is where my father’s father, and his father’s father lived out their life. And it is where you will one day raise your family. We must cherish it and protect it.
 
   “So be it, Mother,” she said. With those last words she walked into the pirate vessel, leaving behind the loud wails of her hysterical mother.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   When Xalen awoke the next day, he had to open and close his eyes a few times, then pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t still sleeping. If his dream was to be believed, he had been recruited by an Alioth, one of the most legendary Alioths to be exact, and been taken to Zizor Dojo, one of the many Alioth academies spread across the galaxy. Here, he was to train and become an Alioth warrior himself. 
 
   Yup. Definitely a dream. He applied more force to his pinch. The skin on his right arm became a purplish red. The pain travelled down his arm and to his hand. Ouch. He let go. Not a dream, then. 
 
   His eyes took in his surroundings. He was in a rather large room. Despite the size of the room, however, there wasn’t much that adorned it. There was the thin, double-layered quilts where he had slept in the far right hand corner. At the center of the room was a stubby, four-legged table with a green tea pot on it. On each of the four walls hung a painting depicting natural sceneries. A crooked tree resisting the harsh winds. A crashing waterfall dropping over three hundred feet. A family of trees rising from a pristine purple lake. A gray spaceship with the word Driftwood drifting in front of a blue planet.
 
   That’s right! The memories of the previous night flooded back at once. After their talk, Sensei Kayos had led him to the dormitories, a series of rectangular buildings situated at the bottom left end of the dojo. She had told him to wake up early to join the other students for breakfast. Which judging from his growling stomach, didn’t sound like a bad idea.
 
   Crack! Crack!
 
   The two strong bursts that rocked the small wooden door put him on his toes. The female voice that followed it was even stronger.
 
   “Open the d’or.” 
 
   A cold chill ran down Xalen’s spine. If he didn’t know any better, he would venture a guess that the voice coming from the other side of the door belonged to the lady that had put Reave on edge the day before: Junia.
 
   The voice thundered once more. “I said open the d’or!”
 
   There was no mistake. The voice definitely belonged to the female Feehan. But what did she want with him? 
 
   Despite his apprehension, he found himself stumbling as he rushed to the door. He might not know what the woman wanted, but he knew enough to know he didn’t want to get on her bad side.
 
   “Coming,” he called out. He reached for the handle, but before he could open it, the door was flung open. Xalen was sent sprawling to the floor. His rear was the first to hit the hard, wooden floor, followed by his back and then his head.
 
   The stern woman looked down at him, her frown showing nothing but extreme disappointment.
 
   “Get up,” she barked. “We h’ve much area to cover, and l’tle time do so.”
 
   “Where are we going,” asked Xalen, confused.
 
   Junia’s eyes turned a light orange, which judging by the deep exhale she had just let out, could only mean she was frustrated. “I’ll let you know on the way.” 
 
   Opting not to anger the woman any more than he already had, Xalen got to his feet and scrambled behind her.
 
   The sun had just risen, and a soft breeze caressed his hair. Dozens of students headed noisily in uneven lines into a domed red building. It was shaped like the top of a helmet, except much, much larger. Judging from the salted scent of meat emanating from it, Xalen was certain it had to be the cafeteria.
 
   “Keep m’ving,” said the Feehan without stopping or turning. 
 
   “Y…yes, Ms. Junia.”
 
   Junia stopped and did a quick turn of her head, so that she was face to face with Xalen. “I am a sensei of this dojo,” she said irritably. “You will refer to me as sensei or Sensei Barteau. 
 
   “Yes. Of course.”
 
   She turned and continued her quick pace. Xalen fell behind her, matching her pace. Besides the soft brush of their boots, the rest of the walk was a quiet one. They moved out of Zizor’s large gates and into the surrounding forest. Dozens of trees and plants he’d never seen before dotted the land. There were long, skinny trees with intertwining branches that rose beside shorter, much stubbier trees whose branches hung to the ground, making nearly impossible to pass through.
 
   Xalen wasn’t too keen on passing beside the plants either. Many of them were purple or red, and they moved from side to side as if they were alive, waiting for their next meal to pass.
 
   “Keep your distance from the Maul,” said Junia, pointing at a particularly long-stemmed plant that had a red snout at the tip. Its jaw-like end opened and closed in uneven intervals. “It’s a carnivorous plant that will d’vour y’ur arm if you stray too close to it.”
 
   Xalen made it a point to bring his arms a bit closer to his body and to stay directly behind his Feehan guide.
 
   Junia moved under the shade of a long tree and onto a thin path that seemed to cut directly into the heart of the forest. He wanted to ask, once more, where they were headed. What business could they possibly have in the forest? But despite his curiosity, he refrained from uttering a word. He knew the woman wouldn’t entertain his inquiries. So why bother?
 
   Stray rays of sunlight made their way through the openings created by the trees above, tanning his skin to a soft brown. He noticed that Junia’s skin remained as snowy white as ever.
 
   Sensei Barteau’s gait intensified four hours into their walk as they entered a dense section of the forest. Gone were the streaks of light, or the warm touch of the sun. It had been replaced by a cold, almost menacing darkness. The deeper they descended down the path, the more jagged the leafless tree branches became, to the point that they now resembled long, skeletal hands reaching out for him, threatening to envelop him in their icy grip.
 
   Xalen inhaled deeply, allowing his breathing to settle back to normal.
 
   “They’re only trees,” said Junia, no doubt noticing his apprehension. “They can’t h’rm you.”
 
   Xalen gritted his teeth, not too confident in the Feehan’s words. The forest had carnivorous plants, after all. Perhaps it had carnivorous trees as well.
 
   Junia whispered under her breath. Xalen didn’t catch everything she said, but he did make out, “I don’t know why Reave brings these c’wards.” The rest of the words were muffled by the eerie whimpers coming from somewhere within the dense forest.
 
   Xalen’s heart stopped for a second as the precarious situation he was in dawned on him. He was alone in a forest with a trained warrior who had very openly made her disdain for Reave known. What if hurting Xalen was her way of getting back at Reave for whatever he’d done to her? What if she planned to have him disappear here, within the forest, where no one would ever come looking for him? Suddenly he felt like the biggest idiot in the galaxy. Why did he agree to come with this woman without knowing her intention? Why didn’t he at least check with Sensei Kayos first?
 
   The whimpers grew stronger and louder, as did Xalen’s heartbeats.
 
   A hand landed on his shoulder. He jumped, barely suppressing a scream. 
 
   “C’lm d’wn. I don’t need no one passing out on me.” Her neutral brown eyes, stared into his and he had to look away. “If you can’t get through a s’mple hike, how do you hope to b’come an Alioth?”
 
   Xalen scratched at his neck. “No.” He inhaled deeply. Some of his nervousness left him. “I can handle this.”
 
   Junia frowned. “I hope so.”
 
   She let go of him and continued down the dark path. The humid air did not seem to bother her in the slightest. Xalen couldn’t say the same about himself. He was sweating from every pore on his body. The ever-louder whimpers were only adding to his nervousness. Though they now sounded more like a machine, instead of a human.
 
   A moment later, Junia ducked under a number of low-hanging branches and muscled through a curtain of leaves. Xalen mimicked her. He waved the green leaves aside, and was instantly welcomed by a scent of burnt oil, a scent unlike any he’d ever smelled before. It travelled into his lungs, sending him into a fit of loud coughs.
 
   His chest felt like it was on fire. He tried to exhale, but the scent made its way down his throat nonetheless. 
 
   Despite his struggle to breathe, his eyesight remained unaffected. He took in the large clearing that had been made by cutting down dozens of trees. (The countless tree stumps still protruded from the dirt). A metal cabin that was out of place in the otherwise woodsy surroundings rose from the center of the clearing. It consisted of thick metal sheets clumsily fastened together by thin bolts. It had no windows, though it did have oval openings where smog was pouring out. Within it, the whine-whimper emerged louder than ever. Then, quite suddenly, it stopped. A moment later, a creaky door that was barely hanging by its hinges swung open with tremendous force. 
 
   In the opening stood a short human man wearing an apron that was perhaps white eons ago, though it was now stained with so much brown and black that it was hard to tell for certain. He had a long mustache that curled into an unnatural swirl at both ends. He was completely bald, though he did have a few lingering strands of hair coming from the side of his head. His left eyebrow had been completely burnt off, the right, however, was still intact.
 
   The man took one look at Xalen and flashed a wide, nearly toothless smile. “Still getting used to the fumes, I see. Don’t worry. Your body will grow accustomed to it in a few minutes.”
 
   Xalen was about to protest, certain there was no way he could ever get accustomed to the fumes, when he realized that he could breathe without the burning sensation assaulting in his lungs. There was still a lingering warmth in his chest, but nowhere as bad as when he’d first arrived.
 
   The short man hobbled toward the Feehan. He bowed his head. “Salutations, Junia. How are you today?”
 
   “I’m well. Thank you for ask’ng, Febron,” said Junia as way of greeting. She motioned to Xalen. “This is Xalen. He’s a new recruit.”
 
   “New recruit?” The slight raise in his voice made his surprise obvious. “I was unaware that Kayos would allow a student to join so late.”
 
   Junia pursed her thin lips. “I t’ght so too. But when y’ur Reave’s special pet, I s’pose you can do as you please.”
 
   Febron lifted his remaining bushy eyebrow. He took a few tentative steps toward Xalen, eyeing him from head to toe as if he were some kind of rare specimen. “Reave never brings recruits in himself. There must be something really special about this one.” 
 
   Xalen grimaced. Special? Freakish, maybe, but he certainly didn’t think there was anything special about him.
 
   The man continued on a long-winded speech. As Febron spoke, Xalen held his breath, trying his best not to gag at the oily stench coming from the man’s mouth. What did he have for lunch? An engine turbine?
 
   “Febron,” said Junia, holding her hand up. “I’m not here to play c’tch up. Sensei Kayos wants this…” She stared at the young man with a look that made it clear she didn’t think much of him. “This Alioth to be outfitted as q’kly as p’sible.”
 
   The man nodded hastily. “Yes, yes. Of course. Follow me.”
 
   The man led them into the metal cabin, which was filled with tables. Atop the tables were all kind of contraptions and tools, none of which Xalen had ever seen before. At the far end of the room was what Xalen could only describe as a wrinkled leather pouch. It had a long turbine attached to it that spun. Every three seconds or so, the pouch would fill with hot air and compress, releasing a loud whine along with a burst of searing white smoke. The turbine on other end was connected to a pot of what appeared to be lava, though Xalen was certain it was melted steel. The mystery of the man’s missing eyebrow was explained. Judging by all the hot fumes being blown around the room, Xalen was surprised that an eyebrow was all Febron had lost.
 
   Febron’s small figure crouched, taking hold of a small handle sticking out of a hatch on the floor. He grunted mightily, his stubby muscles rippling as he swung it open. “After you,” he said, pointing at the set of stairs that descended underground.
 
   “I got no b’sness d’wn there,” said Junia with a frown. “I’ll wait here. Make it quick.”
 
   No one argued with her.
 
   Febron’s gaze turned to the young man. “It’s just you and I, then. Follow me.”
 
   Xalen sighed. He’d been doing a lot of following lately. Nonetheless, he followed the man down the dark stairs without complaint. As they descended, they left the musky heat behind, and instead welcomed a chilling breeze. 
 
   “So, you met Reave, huh?” asked Febron, breaking the long silence.
 
   “Yes. He came for me on my home planet.”
 
   “Where might that be?”
 
   “Vintra.”
 
   The man whistled a long, exaggerated note. “Vintra, huh? That’s located in the Gray Ring, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right.” Thoughts of the textbook pictures he’d seen in a book came back to him. The galaxy was broken up into three large sections. The Noble Ring, Gray Ring, and Outer Ring. The Noble Ring was the most center of the universe, where the Bastion was located. It was here, also, that most of the politicians, families, and Alioths were located. Not surprisingly, the Noble Ring was, for the most part, a civilized place. Law, order, and stability were cherished above all else. The complete opposite could be said of the Outer Ring, which was the edge of the galaxy. There was very little law there. Pirates, slavers, and criminals of all sorts roamed that treacherous space. Centered between both the Noble and Outer Rings, was the Gray Ring. This section of space contained a little of both worlds. There were areas where some sort of civilization could be found, while others were the same, and sometimes worse, than the Outer Ring. 
 
   They continued down the narrow path. Flickering lights above illuminated the grimy steps, which seemed to become more slippery the lower they went.
 
   “I can’t imagine what would have driven Reave to take on a new Alioth,” said Febron. He stopped, stared at Xalen for a moment, and then continued on his way. “As I mentioned earlier, you must be very important.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” His hand subconsciously traveled to his chest.
 
   “Think about it,” said Febron, his one good eyebrow rising an inch. “Reave spends most of his time in the Outer Ring searching for Black Sanction activity. It has been many cycles since the man made his way into the Noble Ring. The man is obsessed.”
 
   “Obsessed with what exactly?” asked Xalen, his curiosity peaked.
 
   “I don’t know for sure,” said Febron, raising his hands innocently. “But…” He lowered his voice, as if in danger that someone might overhear him. Which considering they were the only two people underground, seemed pretty useless to Xalen. “I heard from other Alioths, that…” Once again, Febron lowered his tone. He leaned in closer to Xalen. “Reave believes that the Dearg attacks signify the return of the destroyer of worlds, Yashvir.”
 
   “Yashvir!”
 
   “Shhh… Don’t speak his name out loud!”
 
   “Errr… okay.”
 
   “Anyone could be listening.”
 
   Xalen took a quick look around them. Besides the dirt-streaked metal walls, light bulbs hanging overhead, and stairs, they were completely alone. Nonetheless, he decided not to argue with the man. He had more pressing questions he wanted the answers to. “Reave told me he believes that the Black Sanction is responsible for the Dearg attacks. He made no mention of Yashvir.”
 
   “Perhaps he didn’t get to it, but it’s all the talk over at Zizor. They say he believes there is a connection between Yashvir, the Deargs, and the Black Sanction.” He sighed. “Quite sad, really. All this hysterical thinking is tainting his legacy.”
 
   “Hysterical thinking?” said Xalen, surprising himself by just how defensive he felt toward the man who had recruited him. “Reave is a great Alioth!”
 
   “Y…yes, of course,” said Febron. He looked back apologetically. “Trust me, I know. The man’s a living legend. Only Junia has ended more Deargs and Black Sanction members than he. But the fact still remains that he has a very turbulent history with Yashvir. There are many who think that he has gone off the deep end; that he’s obsessed with a resurrection myth that only exists in his mind.”
 
   “There must be other Alioths who are on his side,” said Xalen, knowing the answer before Febron even replied.
 
   “No. He’s the only one.”
 
   “What about the army he was with when Yashvir was killed?”
 
   Febron stopped for a moment. “Army? Who told you anything about an army?”
 
   “The students as Zizor mentioned that Reave was an instrumental member of the army that brought Yashvir down at the Bickland Station.”
 
   The man giggled under his breath. “My boy, you have been grossly misinformed. Reave’s army was completely wiped out.” He let that settle for a few seconds. “Yashvir was destroyed single-handedly by Reave.”
 
   “But how?” 
 
   “Now that…” A pause. “Is a good question. The battle took place in an underground cave, you see. No one saw exactly when Yashvir was killed, but people nearby say that they heard thunderous cracks that shook the very sky. The earth itself ripped to shreds. They say that Reave emerged from underground, carrying the mangled, lifeless corpse of the man who had once been the destroyer of worlds...” He gulped loudly. 
 
   “Go on,” urged Xalen, growing frustrated by Febron’s constant pauses. 
 
   “Some people say that Reave had a wild, untamed look in his eyes. Almost as if…” Another pause. “Yashvir himself had taken over his body.”
 
   “That can’t be … can it?”
 
   “I don’t know. The full extent of Yashvir’s power was always a mystery. And it certainly didn’t help that Reave and Yashvir had a long history. It was Yashvir, after all, who murdered Reave’s sister. Poor soul. Burnt her alive while her brother watched.”
 
   The grief Xalen felt surprised him. He hadn’t known Reave for long, but already he felt a bond with the man. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” blurted Febron as they reached the last step. “I shouldn’t have told you all that. Please don’t tell Junia or Reave what I said.”
 
   “I won’t,” said Xalen, intending to keep his word.
 
   Febron turned to the door, which was a large hunk of rusted metal. “How about we turn our attention to something more lively. Are you excited?”
 
   “Hard to be excited when I have no idea what I'm doing here.”
 
   “They didn’t tell you?” Febron licked his lips and clapped his hands. “You’re going to love this!” He pushed the door open.
 
   Xalen’s jaw dropped a few inches. Before him was a large room devoid of furniture—no chairs or tables of any kind. What it did have, however, was countless weapons, armor, and shields hanging from its four walls. They came in all shapes, sizes, and colors.
 
   “I’m the blacksmith for Zizor. With a few exceptions, I designed every single piece of armor and every weapon the students use.”
 
   “You made all these?” asked Xalen, impressed.
 
   “That’s right,” said Febron proudly. “And now it’s time for you to choose your own set of armor and weapons. Some people, like Reave, still prefer to use swords, though they are a bit antiquated. Most Alioths nowadays use either metatons or guns.” He trudged over to the wall before them, where a long gun hung beside a red cloth suit. He took the ridiculously long gun into his hand. “This is the Febron .900 Sniper. I designed it myself.” He pointed at the top of the weapon. “The front and rear swivel are both inventions of mine, then I added this scope. They’re a lethal combination. With this baby you can take out an enemy from over five-thousand meters away.” He grinned widely. “And on planets with low density and wind, why you could even reach six-thousand meters.” He tossed the weapon.
 
   Xalen caught it, grunting under the weight. “It’s sort of heavy.”
 
   “Oh, that’s because it comes with extra perks.” Febron spoke proudly, almost as if Xalen was carrying the man’s very child. “You see, the Febron .900 Sniper comes with something that no other gun has ever had before…” One of Febron’s pauses followed. “It has the ability to fire energy shots. So if you are a metaton user, you can redirect your energy through the gun and fire through it.”
 
   “Sounds neat,” said Xalen, handing the weapon back to its maker. 
 
   The blacksmith took it with a frown. “What’s the matter? Anyone else would be drooling all over this baby.”
 
   The youth narrowed his eyes. He didn’t want to hurt Febron’s feelings, but his gaze was preoccupied with the shiny set of armor and sword that hung from the black wall directly in front of him.
 
   The blacksmith followed Xalen’s line of sight. He laughed heartily as he slapped Xalen’s back. “It looks like you take after Reave.” Motioning for Xalen to follow, he dashed across the long room, coming to a stop before the silver chestplate. He took it in his hands and handed it over.
 
   The first thing Xalen noticed was just how light it felt. 
 
   “Feels light, right?” said Febron, mimicking Xalen’s thoughts. “It’s made of Acolyte steel, the same material that Reave’s sword is made of. You won’t find a lighter, yet stronger material anywhere in the known galaxy.”
 
   Xalen ran his hands through thick left shoulder blade, which was much bigger than the right one. It felt soft and smooth under his fingers.
 
   “If you like that, take a look at this.” Febron handed the young Alioth a medium, curved sword. Xalen took it in his hand. Immediately, he felt as if he had been reunited with a long-lost friend. Unlike the sniper, which had felt alien and cumbersome in his grasp, the sword felt like an extension of himself, a piece of his very flesh and bone. He took a few practice swings, admiring the low whoosh sounds that emanated in its wake.
 
   Like the armor, it was silver and was made up of Acolyte steel. The hilt consisted of a two sharp ends that Xalen was certain could be used to eliminate someone at extreme close ranges.
 
    “This feels very good,” said Xalen. “I could work with this.”
 
   Febron gave an exaggerated smile that spread widely across his battered face. “I’m so glad you found it to your liking. Like the sniper, I designed this armor and sword myself. Though I was beginning to think no one would ever claim it.”
 
   Xalen took a few more practice swings, feeling more at ease with every second that passed. “Why is that?”
 
   “Acolyte steel is not for everyone. Less than one percent of Alioths can wield it properly. It requires a certain…” Xalen found that he didn’t mind this pause as much as the previous ones. “Finesse that few beings possess. Furthermore, the steel is not compatible with the skin of most people. It immediately causes a terrible rash for most who attempt to wield it, that’s why it’s been called the ‘blistering steel’ by many.”
 
   Xalen didn’t care much about the history of the steel, or what people chose to call it. He slipped the thin breastplate over his head. It fitted snugly over his chest and torso. The leggings felt as comfortable as the rest of the suit. He then slowly sheathed the sword. 
 
   He did his best to not smile too much, but he failed. Ever since he’d left Vintra, he had felt like an intruder in this world of elite warriors that he had been thrust into. A pathetic simpleton looking through an impenetrable window. But he had shattered that window. He was now one of them. He was an Alioth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   A short step back. That was Junia’s initial reaction when Xalen and Febron ascended from below. She tried to hide her surprise with a roll of her eyes.
 
   “C’mon, Junia,” said Febron, smirking. “You can’t deny he looks good in silver.” The blacksmith ruffled Xalen’s hair. “It even matches his hair. And, in case you hadn’t noticed, that’s Acolyte steel he’s wearing, just like Reave.”
 
   “I noticed,” said Junia, looking unimpressed. 
 
   “Can you send Reave a message?” Febron pressed on. “Let him know that we have another Acolyte user in the Alioth ranks.”
 
   Junia frowned, and Febron’s face turned an ashy white.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he mumbled under his breath. “For a second there I forgot about your past and…”
 
   “Stop talking!” ordered Junia. The blacksmith quickly complied. The woman turned to Xalen. She looked none too happy, which caused the Alioth student to move a few feet away from her. “Let’s go. I h’ve issues I must at’nd to back at the dojo.”
 
   She turned and stomped back into the dense forest. She didn’t look back, nor did she answer when Febron yelled out a quick, “Be safe.”
 
   “Thanks for everything!” Xalen called back before he darted into the curtain of leaves.
 
   “Come back and visit sometime,” was the last thing Xalen heard from Febron before the eerie silence of the forest once again took hold.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   They had been trudging through the dark trees for about two hours when Xalen, growing tired of the silent treatment, blurted out a question. “So. Why is Febron so far away from the dojo?”
 
   Silence.
 
   He pressed on. “I mean. The dojo is so big. I’m sure you could find a place to put him, and that way he won’t have to be alone all the time.” The melody of birds erupted around them for a second, then it stopped as quickly as it had began. “Or at least Sensei Kayos could send someone to spend some time with him. He seemed really lonely. Maybe an apprentice would do him—”
 
   “Shhhh!” called Junia from up ahead. 
 
   Xalen didn’t know what was going on, but he did as he was told. He mimicked Junia, who was now staring intently at the ground below them.
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Xalen.
 
   “Shhhh!” 
 
   Junia’s eyes darted up at the trees above, then back down at the ground. “Get back!” She didn’t wait for Xalen to react; instead she grabbed him by the neck and tossed him aside. Xalen stumbled into a tree trunk. No sooner had he come to a stop, then the ground he had been standing on exploded in a web of cracks. A long, scaly hand erupted from the earth, taking hold of the firm ground. A grunt that sounded more like a howl followed.
 
   What is that? Before Xalen’s mind could come up with an answer, the body that belonged to the hand emerged. It was something so vile, so terrible, that he could only describe it as a product of the most twisted of nightmares. 
 
   The creature before them was a Dearg, of that Xalen was certain. He’d never seen one before, and he knew that most of them differed physically, but there were certain traits that all Deargs shared: the brown masked face, unnatural long smile that seemed to have been stitched together by a child playing with red yarn, the crimson mop of hair, and the putrid stench of rotting corpse. 
 
   The sheer size of it, easily over twenty feet long and ten feet tall, caused Xalen to freeze, fear taking hold as the Dearg approached him on all fours. Everything moved in slow motion. The creature’s defined muscles along its black body flexed and unflexed as its legs pumped at an uneven pace. The mouth opened, revealing a set of sharp fangs and an impossibly long, forked tongue. Then, with an untamed ferocity, the creature took to the air, its massive body looming over the Alioth. It was mere feet away from Xalen when it was suddenly and viciously thrown back by a tremendous blue blast to its gut. It crashed, back first, into a nearby tree. 
 
   The Dearg hissed savagely at its attacker.
 
   Junia stood, with a bored expression on her face, looking down at the massive monster. In her hands she carried a long, lapis-lazuli rifle. 
 
   The Dearg recovered, bared its fangs, and ignored the Feehan, moving toward Xalen once more. 
 
   This time Junia sprinted directly into the Dearg’s path, jumping and  landing on the creature’s mask. Her right hand laced around a chunk the monster’s untamed hair. She waved her free hand. A blue cube from her bracelet came lose. Instantly, the cube opened, taking the shape of a handgun.
 
   How the? Xalen’s mind was still trying to figure out how such a small cube could have taken the shape of an orange handgun ten times its size, when Junia unloaded shot after shot at point-blank range into the Dearg.
 
   The orange blaster shots bounced off the mask and flew into the nearby trees, burning a clear slash mark in the trunk where they landed.
 
   Junia’s fiery red eyes widened ever so slightly.
 
   The clawed hand of the Dearg came up, swatting the Feehan aside like a mild pest. A cloud of dust and grass rose from the forest floor as Junia rolled across it. Before she came to a stop, she shot up in a backflip, landing gracefully on her feet.
 
   The creature, flashing two uneven lines of sharp teeth, scurried toward Xalen once more. Its speed was staggering. But even more staggering was the speed of the sensei. Her feet barely touched the ground as she dashed to intercept the Dearg.
 
   Junia leapt in the air, her small frame ramming into the Dearg’s chest. Xalen looked on in awe. Despite the monster’s size, the loud crack of bones shattering reverberated through the air, followed by the Dearg crumpling to the ground with a loud whine.
 
   There was, however, no time to celebrate. While laid out, the Dearg’s tongue shot out at its adversary. Still looking rather bored, Junia moved to the left, then to the right. The long tongue snaked under her, leaving a path of repugnant-smelling drool in its wake. The Feehan flipped forwards over the slimy attack. When she landed, she slapped her bracelet with her right hand. Two cubes came loose. While still in mid-air, they connected, erupting into a massive cannon that had to be five times heavier than its handler and just as long.
 
   Despite the size, Junia effortlessly hefted the gargantuan cannon over her shoulder. 
 
   Finding its fighting spirit once more, the Dearg stood. It dashed behind a tree, barely dodging a thick wave of energy that Junia shot at it. The energy wave crashed into a tree, blasting its trunk into a thousand pieces and sending the top of the tree crashing to the forest floor. The ground shook.
 
   The tremble was what Xalen needed to snap out of his stupor. He opened and closed his eyes as the sensei jumped from branch to branch, firing shot after shot at the enemy below. Amazingly, despite its injury, the Dearg was managing to dodge the attacks. But each one was hit closer to its mark, and the Dearg’s breath was growing heavier with each feint. Junia, on the other hand, was breathing slowly, almost as if she were enjoying a relaxing nap back at Zizor. 
 
   C’mon, Xalen’s inner voice urged. This is what you wanted. Are you just going to stand back, cowering while a Dearg makes an attempt on your life? Breathing heavily, Xalen unsheathed his sword. The metallic sound revitalized his resolve. 
 
   Yet, despite his newfound determination, he found himself unable to move toward the Dearg. Junia was bombarding the forest with so much firepower, that he was afraid he might be caught in the crossfire if he were to rush in. He would have to wait for an opening.
 
   He didn’t have to wait long. The Dearg, eyeing him with hateful eyes, made one more desperate attempt at him.
 
   That’s right, mused Xalen. Run in a straight line so that the sensei has a clear shot at you.
 
   “G’t out of the way, you fool!” came the shout from above.
 
   Xalen had barely enough time to register Junia’s curse when he noticed the blinding light coming from the Dearg’s mouth. No. Not light. Energy shot!
 
   A wave of green came from above, cleaving the creature’s neck. The Dearg’s head flew off, but not before a crimson ray of energy from its innards made its way to Xalen. The young Alioth brought up his sword in a defensive position. Most of the attack, however, made it past the weapon and slammed into his chest. The young Alioth fell to the forest floor, heaving loudly.
 
   A second later, Sensei Barteau landed beside him with a soft thump. She was looking down at Xalen’s chest with a face of both curiosity and admiration.
 
   Xalen’s eyes traveled to his chest, which was now glowing a bright red with the energy it had absorbed.
 
   “I…I…” stammered Xalen. “I’m not a monster. It’s just my heart. It can absorb—”
 
   “Don’t b’ther,” said the Feehan, the red in her eyes was gone, replaced by a bright yellow. “There’s no need in e’splaining what is o’vious.” She scratched her pale chin. “What I don’t understand is the Dearg’s beh’vior.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Xalen, not liking the dread in Junia’s tone.
 
   “Dearg’s are v’cious creatures, known to skin their prey alive before feasting on their flesh.” She leaned toward him. “This Dearg, however, was not aiming to kill. It w’nted to capture.”
 
   “Febron mentioned that you had killed more Deargs than any other Alioth. It’s only natural that it would go after you,” said Xalen, not seeing anything strange in the Dearg’s actions.
 
   “It wasn’t try to capture me,” said the Feehan. “It w’nted you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Beatrix exited the ship the same way she had passed most of the long trek through space: quietly. 
 
   At first glance, Beatrix hadn’t seen the hatch hidden in the frozen plain. But after the ship had descended, the hatch (which looked like a frozen lake) opened, revealing an underground path to a base.
 
   Now that the ship had landed on an old docking bay, and its door had opened, she wasn’t entirely sure she had made the right choice by coming here. Sure they were pirates, but she had expected a bit … more. The docking bay looked ancient. She suspected that it might had belonged to an imperial army or maybe even a Mordered colony centuries ago. Whatever greatness the structure had once possessed, however, was now long gone. Exposed wires protruded from the walls. Wooden crates and sacks of rations were unevenly piled in the corner of the cargo bay. The few ships that were docked in the rusted hangars looked to be decades old. Their hulls were battered and in many places still wore the signs of blaster fire. Even the few people who straggled along looked as dirty and grimy as the ships they tended to.
 
   “What’s wrong, princess?” asked Jesemiah, taking notice of Beatrix’s grimace. “Not exactly up to your standards?”
 
   “Jesemiah,” called Gavin calmly. “Go underground. Inform Sophic of our arrival. Have her get everything ready for the meeting.”
 
   “But, sir …” said Jesemiah, the color draining from his pompous face. “Sophic doesn’t like to be disturbed by anyone who isn’t you. The last time somebody went down to her study, they ended up with a laser shot through the forehead. Perhaps it might be better if you yourself speak to her.”
 
   “Are you questioning my order?” Gavin’s gaze travelled to Jesemiah, whose lips trembled slightly as he dropped his head.
 
   “No … no, sir. Of course not. I will go to Sophic immediately.” He turned, and still trembling slightly, headed towards an elevator at the end of the docking bay.
 
   “This Sophic must be really something, if she can get someone like Jesemiah so riled,” said Beatrix. Part of her was glad to see the man so scared. Served him right for frightening her people back at the ship. My people! The image of her mother washed over her, followed by her pained wails as Beatrix left her behind.
 
   “Sophic can be hard to deal with, but she’s capable. If she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be my second in command.”
 
   Beatrix forced the thought of her mother from her mind. “I didn’t know that pirates valued order so highly.”
 
   The man smiled, making Beatrix’s knees weaken again. “We value people who don’t stand aside as injustices are being committed. We value people who will stand up to the powers to be, and make it clear that they will not cower as they take our rights.”
 
   His words hit her hard, stirring the fighting spirit that dwelled within her; the fighting spirit that her father had kindled within her since before she could even form words.
 
   “I see that in you,” he continued, eyeing her sword. “You’re someone who is not willing to allow injustice to go unchecked.”
 
   Beatrix took one last look at her surroundings, noticing for the first time that everyone mechanic around her was the same race as her: human. Now that she thought about it, all the pirates that had held up the Bastion ship had been human as well. She gulped loudly. Suddenly, pirates didn’t seem like the proper word to refer to them.
 
   Gavin’s next words confirmed her suspicion. “I see you figured out,” he said. His smile remained intact. “We’re not pirates. We’re human freedom fighters, or as some people have come to know us, the Black Sanction.”
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Beatrix’s insides turned glacial. Her stomach twisted, and remained locked in that place for what seemed an eternity. Her breathing grew raspy. Finally, after a few moments of searching, her voice found her throat. “You’re not just criminals, you’re all cold-blooded killers.”
 
   “Killers? Says who?”
 
   “Says everyone!”
 
   “And who exactly is everyone, huh? Is it the news that’s on your datapad, the same news that’s controlled by the Bastion? Or is it the word of mouth of alien races? The alien races who are angry at the progress that humanity has experienced since the purge of Yashvir?”
 
   “Yes, actually,” said Beatrix. She realized, that indeed, all the information she’d gotten on the Black Sanction had come from either sources directly connected to the Bastion or from non-human races.
 
   “Now do you see the truth?” muttered Gavin.
 
   Beatrix wasn’t done, though. “How about the recent bombing of the Bastion embassy on Likarta? Thousands of innocent civilians died when the space elevator came crashing down atop of them. They had nothing to do with what the Bastion were doing. These were poor women and children simply trying to feed their families, and you Black Sanction bastards brought steel and metal down on them.”
 
   “What happened at Lourdes was unfortunate, but we had nothing to do with what occurred in that poor planet. If you want to find a culprit for that attack, look no further than the Bastion. They are the ones responsible.”
 
   “Responsible!” Beatrix’s voice rose. “That is a lie, and you know it. The Alioths themselves conducted an investigation. They found that the Black Sanction was responsible.” She met Gavin’s eyes. Amazingly, he didn’t look away in shame. Instead he stared her down with absolute confidence. “If it means dealing a blow to the Bastion, you bastards don’t care how many innocent lives you take.” She reached for the hilt of her sword.
 
   Gavin smiled. His voice was suave and charismatic. “Why would you believe anything the Alioths have to say? They’re nothing but the dogs of the Bastion, doing their master’s bidding, no matter how evil the task asked of them is.” He met her gaze, and Beatrix saw a calm sadness in his eyes. “For them, destroying an entire city of innocents was as easy as going out to brunch.”
 
   Beatrix narrowed her gaze. “You think the Bastion ordered the attack on Lourdes?”
 
   “No. I don’t think. I know.”
 
   “That makes no sense.”
 
   “Actually, it makes perfect sense. The Bastion needed to distract the masses. Many of the governing bodies from the planets in the Noble Ring were beginning to question their treatment of prisoners. Surely you recall the large coverages and investigations that were being conducted by news stations all over the galaxy?”
 
   Beatrix wrinkled her forehead. Indeed, she did remember a tremendous fuss being made over the treatment of prisoners in many Bastion prisons, especially Calanthe Keep, a prison on the small moon of Andersonville which had been torturing captured members of the Black Sanction for information. Beatrix could still hear the newscaster’s shrill voice, and her green lips trembling as she relayed story after story of the horrors that have been unearthed at Calanthe Keep. 
 
   ‘Sources say that guards would strip the prisoners completely naked and throw them together in a room, where they would proceed to release large, wild cats. The cats would only be called off when there were a handful of survivors remaining. The remaining survivors would then be fed, piece-by-piece to the animals, unless they revealed Black Sanction secrets.’ The news lady then glared at the screen, appealing to her viewers. ‘Is this the kind of society we have become? A society that has resorted to the barbaric tactics employed by the very group we are trying to put an end to.’
 
   “Your face tells me everything,” said Gavin. “You know full well that my words are true. You witnessed first-hand the injustices the Bastion are capable of back on Palek. They took your land, all the while keeping their robbery a secret from the galaxy.” A low ring pierced the air, followed by the opening of the elevator door. Gavin walked in, and Beatrix found herself following him, eager to find out more. The elevator descended. “On Lourdes the Alioths were ordered to bomb their own embassy in order to draw attention away from the Bastion’s tactics. For them, the murder of all those innocents was worth it as long as their dirty secrets are forgotten.” The door opened. They walked out into a large, oval room. Besides the white walls and clear tile floors, it was completely empty. A dozen paths spread out to different parts of the bunker. Gavin took the path the farthest to the right, and they continued descending, trekking through an earthy-smelling cave.
 
   “Everything you’re telling me, considering it is true, sounds like highly classified information. How could you possibly have access to it?”
 
   Gavin moved toward a door in the distance. Like many other things in the underground cave, it looked old and dusty. The wood panels were chipped in countless places. The silver handle had rusted to a dull brown. He took hold of it and opened the door, revealing a long, seemingly endless room that stretched out as far as the eye could see. “I was once an Alioth. Not just any Alioth, mind you. I was in Gentry class. Only six other Alioths have ever reached that rank. My position allowed me to see things that disgusted me. Allowed me witness just how corrupt the Bastion and Alioths really were.” He forced a smile. “I wasn’t the only one that was disgusted by what I saw. It took years, but I created a network of informants within the Bastion. They are my eyes and ears into the Bastion’s actions. It is through them that I was able to find out what was happening in Palek.”
 
   Beatrix inhaled deeply, allowing the thick, damp air to settle into her lungs. As she breathed, a sudden fire kindled in her chest. Gavin was a good man, she saw that now. He had abandoned a prestigious, well-paid position to live his life hidden away in caves like a criminal. And now, she too, had been thrown out of those green plains where she had hunted as a child. Robbed of teaching her sons and daughters how to set traps. Forever barred from sitting under the stars, and explaining to her children and grandchildren how each earned its name.
 
   “This is our training grounds.” Throughout the domed room, there were countless people sparring with one another within white lines drawn in the sand. Some dueled with swords, but most were metaton users who shot powerful blasts of energy at one another. Gavin’s voice rose over the high screeches of blaster shots and the grunts and puffs of battle. “I understand if you’re too tired to fight now, maybe a bit of rest in our other chamber will do you some—”
 
   “No,” she interrupted. “The Bastion is not resting, so neither will I.”
 
   The Black Sanction leader smiled again, a real, charming smile that spoke of his approval.
 
   “I will destroy them all and get my home back,” declared Beatrix. She drew her sword. “I will begin by eliminating the dogs of the Bastion. The Alioths!” 
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   “Are you certain?” asked Nandi. “I’ve never heard of a Dearg going after any one person. Usually they simply attack a town or city. To actually single out somebody and go after them, that simply doesn’t happen.” She took a bite out of her breaded sausage. “I’m not sure I believe it.”
 
   They were sitting side by side in the dining room along with hundreds of other students. Despite the large number of people around them, they were completely alone. No one spoke to them or even bothered to look their way. Xalen suspected it had to do with the fact that Nandi was with him. She was the only Mordered in the entire dojo after all, and considering what Reave had told him, he wasn’t entirely sure he blamed them for not talking to her. Her race was exceedingly brutal, after all. That, and they were full of traitors. 
 
   Xalen, however, wasn’t exactly in a position to be turning away friends, despite their questionable motives.
 
   “Well, you better start believing it. Sensei Bartiu was—”
 
   “Barteau.”
 
   “Yes, yes. Same thing. Sensei Barte…a…u was there. She’s the one who noticed the Dearg’s intentions.”
 
   Nandi crumbled her ball of bread, sprinkling the crumbles over her white soup. “Then I would say, you were very fortunate the sensei was there.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning exactly what I said. How many people do you know who could have taken on a Dearg single-handedly in close combat?”
 
   Xalen remained quiet.
 
   “C’mon, Whiz Spark,” Nandi continued, taking a gulp of her soup and loudly savoring the taste. From time to time a student would shoot a disapproving glance at Nandi, not that she seemed to care. “I thought you were supposed to be smart.”
 
   The young male smiled. “I don’t know where you got that idea from.” For the first time, he picked up his bowl and took a sip of the white gunk. The paste caught on the roof of his mouth, making it harder to get the salted taste out of his mouth. “But I suppose you’re right. I froze during the attack.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   “I froze,” he confessed, feeling embarrassed. “I always thought that I would be the first to step up in a battle, but I was wrong.” 
 
   “Don’t worry about it. All you need is some training.”
 
   “Training? How is that going to help?”
 
   “Easy. The reason you froze was because you had no skills. You can read all the books you want, but without actual training it’s worthless.”
 
   Xalen nodded. “I guess you may have a point.”
 
   “May have?” Her voice grew high. “Of course I have a point.” She pointed at the sword that hung from his waist. “That’s a mighty fine sword, but without the proper training, it’s worthless. How could you have been expected to show any kind of confidence against a Dearg if you have zero idea how to handle your own weapon?”
 
   Xalen remained quiet. Suddenly, he was glad he had decided to speak to Nandi. It might not have been her intention, but she was making him feel much better about his failure back in the forest.
 
   “Don’t you worry, though,” she said. “I can teach you how to use that sword.”
 
   Xalen took a look at Nandi’s weapon. “But you’re a metaton user. How could you possibly show me the sword?”
 
   The girl rolled her eyes. “Please. I’m a Mordered. My people are trained in all manner of weapons as children. I may not be a sword expert, but I know much more than many of the sword users here, I guarantee you that much.” She leaned in close, gazing into his eyes and sending a nervous chill running down his spine. “But it won’t be easy. There simply isn’t enough time during the day. We will have to meet under the cover of the night in the training fields.”
 
   “I never liked easy anyway.”
 
   The girl got up. “Good. I’ll see you tonight in the west training field, then.”
 
   “Hey, wait up.”
 
   “Yes,” said Nandi. 
 
   “Why are you helping me?”
 
   She remained quiet for a moment, before finally saying, “You helped me, remember? Now it’s my turn.” She turned and trudged off, calling after him as she went. “Don’t forget to get there on time, Whiz Spark. I don’t like waiting.”
 
   “Yes,” said the young Alioth under his breath. He looked away as his eyes travelled to her swaying hips. “I hope I haven’t just made a big mistake.”
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Beatrix dodged yet another lazily set up flame shot. Her second opponent, a frail-looking girl with two metaton arms, screamed loudly as she released two volleys of lightning, as if the sounds would make her attacks somehow find their mark. Beatrix threw her sword directly at the girl’s left metaton. Her arm crackled and fizzled. Before she could even figure out what had hit her, Beatrix dashed up and stomped on her foot. She followed that with a knee to the ribs. The girl crumpled to the floor, writhing in pain. The girl’s partner, the flame user, wrapped his arms around Beatrix’s waist. He huffed loudly as he attempted the squeeze the life out of her. Child’s play. Beatrix took hold of the man’s arm and twisted, simultaneously she crouched, throwing the man over her. His back slammed the mat first, followed by legs, and then his head.
 
   “You’re right,” said a voice behind her. It had the roughness of a male voice, but underneath it was a suave tone that could only be feminine. Sure enough, Beatrix turned to the sight of a tall woman staring back at her. She had a brown blouse, and similarly colored leather pants. Where her left hand should have been, hung a slim metaton. Beatrix had never seen one like it. Usually they were silver, but this one was as black as a dark hole in space. Even the cables that ran down it were jet black. Besides a grimace, the woman’s wide eyes and penetrating gaze were hard to read. “I still fail to see why you sent for me. I have better things to do, and I don’t like being interrupted.” The woman turned to Jesemiah, who held his hand up to his nose, attempting to suppress the blood that was poring freely from it. “Isn’t that right, Jesemiah?”
 
   Jesemiah bobbed his head. “Yes, yes. Your time is very valuable. You are a great, amazing ruler, who is wise beyond belief.”
 
   “You forgot mighty gorgeous.”
 
   Jesemiah bobbed his head once more. “Yes, yes. Gorgeous.”
 
   Jesemiah was apparently a monumental behind kisser. There were many words that could be used to describe Sophic, but gorgeous certainly wasn’t one of them. She looked to be in her early sixties. Her eyes were a bland brown, and her skin was as leathery as one of the old boots Beatrix would wear during her hunting trips back on Palek. Her hair was a mop of dirty strands alongside empty patches of scalp.
 
   “Beatrix shows promise,” said Gavin. “She will make an excellent addition to the group.”
 
   The newcomer didn’t look as convinced as Gavin. “She wasn’t bad, but it’ll take a mighty better performance than that to convince me she’s worth my time.”
 
   “I’m not asking for your time,” said Beatrix, staring the woman down. Who did she think she was? Beatrix had not asked nothing from her. For all she cared, the woman could go back to hiding in her room. 
 
   “What did you say?” asked Sophic. The tall woman walked onto the mat. She stood inches away from Beatrix, attempting to stare her down.
 
   Beatrix smacked her lips. Everyone else might have been scared of Sophic, but she wasn’t. She stood face to face with her. “I said I have no use for you or your time. I’ve done just fine by myself.” She pointed at her two fallen enemies. “As you can clearly see.”
 
   “You beat two mighty good for nothings. Let’s see you try those moves again.”
 
   The young Palek girl didn’t answer, not verbally at least. The time for words was long past, it was time to answer this woman with force. Beatrix brought her sword up.
 
   The ugly hag anticipated the attack, keeping her hands behind her back, she moved aside. The weapon swooshed beside her right elbow. Beatrix swung again, the woman brought her leg up, kicking the girl’s hand. Her grip loosened, sending the sword to the mat. 
 
   Beatrix staggered back in shock. She took a breath, regaining her composure. The sword was her main weapon, but she was also trained in the martial arts. With a loud, “Kiyaa,” she drove her open palm toward the woman’s neck. The contact she had expected to make did not come. Instead, a fist Beatrix had not seen broke through her defense, driving into her stomach. All the air in her body left her at once. She saw stars. Against her will, she stumbled down to one knee. She tried to get up, but the pain from every breath she took forced her to remain in place.
 
   “So?” said Gavin, a smirk still in his lips. “What do you think?”
 
   What was he smiling at?
 
   “She’s mighty good,” said Sophic. She scratched at her leathery skin, which sounded as nice as two rocks being ground together. “There’s a lot of untapped potential there.” The woman flashed a yellow-toothed grin. “Besides, I like her attitude. She held her ground against me. That’s more impressive than facing an army of Deargs.”
 
   “So is that a yes?” asked Gavin.
 
   “Yes. Have her here tomorrow at four planet cycles on the dot. I don’t like to be kept waiting.” Sophic turned and left, leaving Beatrix looking from Gavin and to the woman.
 
   “What just happened?” she asked, confused.
 
   “Congratulations. You just signed up for private classes with the finest trainer in all of the known galaxies.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The night was humid. A warm breeze blew through the trees, rattling the leaves off of their branches. They rained down on the duo below.
 
   The two shadows moved over the training grounds, locked in a dance of blades.
 
   The girl let out an over-dramatic yawn. “Are you planning on landing a hit, Whiz Spark?”
 
   The silver-haired boy drove his sword forward, arching it at the last minute. He was sure the last-second feint was all he needed to land an attack on the cocky girl’s torso.
 
   Swoosh!
 
   Another miss.
 
   A piece of wood lodged between his legs. Losing his footing, he thumped to the ground. He tasted grass as he landed with mouth wide open.
 
   “Pheww!” He spit. The earthy taste remained in his mouth. 
 
   Nandi let out a soft giggle. “You know, I brought snacks that I stole from the kitchen. You don’t have to eat dirt.”
 
   “It wasn’t by choice that I put dirt in my mouth.” Xalen sat on his behind. A plastic container smacked his head.
 
   “Take the taste out of your mouth.”
 
   Xalen shot a look at the girl. The glow of the moon caused her skin to glow a bright purple. If it wasn’t for the fact that she had been kicking his butt all over the training grounds, he might have actually stopped to admire it. 
 
   “Do you really have to throw the water container at my face?” He took a sip of the cool liquid, making sure to spit it out. Now that his mouth was somewhat clean, he continued on, “You could just give it to me. You know, like in my hand.”
 
   Nandi’s hand travelled to her chin. “Naaaa. I rather like the sound of the water as it smacks your big head.” She flashed him a wide smile as she brought up her wooden practice sword. “Of course, if you have a problem with that, you could just beat me.”
 
   Xalen took his own wooden sword in his hand. His eyes closed as he nodded stiffly. “I know you said you knew how to use a sword, but I didn’t think you would be this good.”
 
   “It’s not that I’m good. It’s just that you suck so bad.”
 
   “Not making me feel better.”
 
   “We’re not here to make you feel better. We’re here to make you fight better. Now stop this pity party and get up. You’re making me lose precious sleep, so I need to make you pay with another beating.”
 
   Xalen withdrew into himself for a minute and then nodded. Nandi was right. He was way behind all the other students. He desperately needed this extra training.
 
   “Get up, Whiz Spark.”
 
   His fingernails bit into his palm. “Quit calling me that.”
 
   “I suppose you’ll have to get up and make me.” Despite her frown, Xalen could hear the playful tone in Nandi’s voice.
 
   “Fine, then.” He gripped his sword and jumped in for an attack.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Beatrix pursed her lips. She was walking down a boring gray tube. Gavin trudged beside her. Unlike the air in the underground cave, which was earthy and thick, the air inside the tube reeked of cleanliness. 
 
   “Who designed these tubes?” she asked, regretting not taking the long way to Sophic’s quarters. At least with the long way she could have walked through the cave and not these suffocating tubes.
 
   “They’re not tubes,” remarked Gavin. “They’re walkways. They were designed by an Alioth that goes by the name of Tafarus. They were meant to be used on prolonged missions on planets where the air was not safe to breathe. Alioths could remain in the walkways for days, even weeks with the artificial air.”
 
   “That explains the smell.”
 
   “I much prefer the air to the alternative.”
 
   “What’s the alternative?”
 
   “We must not forget that this is a living planet. Some parts of it are not as welcoming as others. When I first arrived here, I lost many men to the fumes down here. Fortunately, I was able to bring these walkways down here and run them through the poisonous gasses.”
 
   No sooner had Gavin finished speaking, when they arrived at the end of the walkway. She took a step off the chunk of metal, and placed it on the patch of dirt. Beatrix smiled warmly as she took in the sight. The domed part of the cave would have been enveloped in darkness had it not been for the fire torches that lined the rocky walls. 
 
   “I see you like this place,” said Gavin, noticing the subconscious smile that had spread across Beatrix’s lips. “Not a fan of cold steel and metal, I take it.”
 
   Beatrix gulped as Gavin stared into her lively eyes. She felt her face grow warm. This man had just met her; yet, he had a way of seeing into her soul in a way that only her father had.
 
   “N...no,” she stuttered. “I much prefer nature.”
 
   “As do I.” 
 
   “Er…so,” muttered Beatrix. She was eager to change the conversation. “When do we begin our training?”
 
   “You two are not going to begin anything,” announced a sudden voice. It belonged to the leathery-skinned woman sitting, cross-legged, at the end of the room. She was so dirt-covered, that she had blended in with the wall expertly. 
 
   Beatrix staggered back. “I didn’t see you there.”
 
   The woman rolled her eyes. “That’s obvious. If you did, you wouldn’t be wasting your time with flirtatious dreamy eyes, would you?”
 
   “Well … um…”
 
   Sophic huffed loudly as she hopped to her feet. “Never mind all that. Come here. We have much work to do and little time to get it done.”
 
   “See you ladies later,” called Gavin, heading back into the walkway. Beatrix did not turn to watch him go. 
 
   The older woman sized her up. “If you’re serious about becoming a member of the Black Sanction, I suggest you start concentrating, and leave any ideas of romantic fairy tales behind.”
 
   “Of course,” said Beatrix, slightly offended. “I’m not a child who needs to be reminded of what must to be done. I’m a Palek. A proud race of people with a heritage of bravery, honor, and tenacity.” 
 
   Sophic shrugged. “Yeah, yeah. Get your sword and attack.”
 
   The girl unsheathed her sword, a long, thin rapier she handled with deadly accuracy. 
 
   The speed was sudden and unbelievable. One second Sophic had been standing idly by, the next she had covered ten feet and landed a kick to her chest. Beatrix looked up to the sight of black metaton coming straight for her head. She rolled out of the way. In her haste, she did not notice that she had moved directly into Sophic’s awaiting fist. The bare knuckles found their mark: Beatrix’s cranium. She met the floor once more.
 
   “Do you know what you did wrong?” asked her mentor.
 
   “Um …” Beatrix rattled her brains. No clear answered emerged. “You’re just too good.”
 
   Sophic hummed. She motioned for Beatrix to follow. She retraced her steps until they were standing beside the cave wall.
 
   “I want you to skip from here to the other end of the wall while swinging your sword to the right. When you reach the wall, skip backwards, but this time swing the sword to the left.” 
 
   Beatrix’s lip parted, ready to argue. She quickly decided against it, settling for a slow, “Er … okay.”
 
   She did as instructed, feeling like an idiot as she hopped childishly from one end of the cave to the other.
 
   “How long, exactly am I expected to do this?” she asked.
 
   “As long as it pleases me.” The woman sat cross-legged, closed her eyes, and began humming under her breath.
 
   Beatrix frowned, but continued the exercise. What’s the use of this? So much for the best trainer in the galaxy. But despite her complaining, by the end of the day, when Sophic finally opened her eyes and instructed her to stop. Beatrix’s blouse was drenched in sweat. Her thighs, calves, and arms were burning with the intensity of a thousand suns.
 
   Sophic’s eyes widened in what might be admiration, but they quickly reverted back to their original size. “Be back here tomorrow at the same time.”
 
   The girl bowed slightly. Wordlessly she walked into walkway, limping as she struggled to hold her weight up.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   He was there that night. Her father. Even as her eyes snapped open, and the boring room came into view, she could still hear his voice calling after her. She could still see the scene, as vivid as it had been in her haunting dream.
 
   “I’m here, Didi,” said Beatrix, referring to him with the affectionate name she had used as a child.
 
   Suddenly her father was gone. The little girl, who barely stood three feet tall, didn’t understand it. He had been standing in front of her. His sweaty face plastered between the tree trunks and yellow leaves of the bushes.
 
   “Didi?” called young Beatrix again, though this time her voice had a tone of worry interlaced in it. 
 
   “Shhh,” came her father’s deep voice. Quite suddenly, her father had appeared beside her. His musky scent filled her nostrils. He pointed at the space between the tree trunks. “Look there. They’re coming out.”
 
   “What’s coming out?”
 
   “Not so loud. You’ll scare them away.”
 
   Her father picked her up in those strong arms of his. The same arms that would come back to her, years later, dangling lifelessly from the medical carriage. But now, at this moment, they were full of life. Beatrix could feel every hair, every wrinkle as he held her close, whispering in her ear.
 
   “They only bloom once every five cycles. The slightest movement will cause them to shrink back into themselves.”
 
   Beatrix looked on, wonder struck, as the flowers on the tree branch opened, releasing a golden dust into the air. The petals were rimmed in a deep blue. The intensity of the color was so high, that the surrounding darkness dissipated, replaced by an aqua glow.
 
   “What is it called?” asked Beatrix, her voice low. She was too scared to move. Terrified to breathe too hard. She would do anything to not interrupt this moment.
 
   “They’re called Beatrix Blooms,” he whispered, meeting her gaze. “The dust they release will spread to the winds. They will fertilize the very earth of Palek, making it righteous for farming for the next five cycles.” He caressed her hair tenderly. “So you see, my beautiful daughter. I named you after them, because just as the Beatrix Blooms look out for Palek, it will be one day your job to look after it.”
 
   “But, Father. You’re the protector of Palek. Why would the planet need two protectors?”
 
   Her father kissed her cheek. “I won’t always be here.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   The man’s face grew stern. “Don’t worry about that. Just enjoy the flowers and promise me you will always look out for our planet and its people.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   I promise. Beatrix was back in the drab room, the light dangling above her. She closed and opened her eyes. The voice of her younger self continued to echo. I promise. I promise. I promise.
 
   Gritting her teeth, she threw her blanket aside and stood. The Bastion and Alioths had to pay for what they’d done. 
 
   Determination raged in the pit of her stomach as she stormed out of the sleeping quarters.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   That night, as they had every other night during the past three months, the shadows blurred through the training fields. A feint. A hop. A dodge. A parry.
 
   The two shadows moved toward each other once again. The slim figure of Nandi rolled under the wooden sword that swooshed over her head. She came up on her feet, only to have the sword’s end race at her chest. A quick parry saved her from the hit. Her reward was another quick thrust of her foe’s sword. She brought up her own wooden sword to meet the attack. It was much too slow. Her opponent’s weapon rammed into her hilt, forcing the sword from her hand. It fell to the ground.
 
   Xalen let out a throaty laugh. “I did it. I finally beat you!”
 
   The Mordered girl rolled her eyes. “Don’t get too excited.” She pushed the sword out of her face. “It took you three months to get the better of me, and I’m not even a sword user. Be glad I didn’t use my metaton.”
 
   “Awww…admit it. You’re proud of me.” Nandi was a great teacher, of that was no doubt. Xalen, however, had married her teachings with what he learned from the many books he’d devoured. It was those maneuvers, those long-lost sword techniques that had allowed him to finally get the better of the Mordered girl.
 
   Xalen’s chest lifted when he noticed the sly smirk on Nandi’s face. 
 
   “Yes, that was pretty good,” she said. 
 
   “Yes, indeed,” said a frail voice. Xalen stood rigid. “Those high-arched sword swings, and especially the way you brought up your feet over your neck as you kicked. Those are all belong to the Luceno arts, an aristocratic, seldom used fighting ability that has been mostly forgotten. Where did you learn it?”
 
   Xalen gulped as he faced Sensei Kayos, who had trudged out of the darkness. Her eyes were rimmed in red, as if she had not slept in days. 
 
   “I learned it from one of the books back on my home planet of Vintra.”
 
   The woman’s face grew thoughtful for a minute. Then it dissolved, replaced by a face of understanding. “Makes sense. The Luceno clan was known to have frequented Vintra cycles before their demise.”
 
   Nandi and Xalen shot confused looks at each other. Had the sensei ambushed their midnight training to go over a history lesson of the martial arts? Wasn’t she going to scold them for being out after curfew? Maybe punish them with washing duty at the river?
 
   “Please,” said Kayos, noticing the confusion in their faces. “You didn’t honestly think that I was unaware of your late night meetings. I know everything that occurs on my dojo.”
 
   “Why did you allow us to stay up after sleeping hours?” asked the Mordered. She looked on curiously. 
 
   “Simple. Sensei Barteau told me what happened. I came to realize what you seemed to have realized as well. Mr. Xalen needed proper training if he’s going to defend himself against the Deargs, especially seeing that they seem to have taken a special interest in him.” She paused, her frail body shaking as she looked at them sternly. “However, seeing that Mr. Xalen has obviously become somewhat capable with his weapon. I expect these late night incursions to stop. We can’t have students coming and going about the dojo at whatever time they please.” 
 
   Without saying another word, the sensei left, her trembling body disappearing into the pitch darkness.
 
   Wordlessly, the two young Alioths headed to their dormitories, aware of how fortunate they’d been to have gotten off so easily. 
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Xalen did not sleep that night, even after he got back to his room. How could he? The past few months he’d busied himself in his training, not giving much thought to the Deargs. Kayos’s reminder, however, had brought back the fears of before. The questions that dwelled within his mind  bubbled to the top of his consciousness, demanding answers. Why did the Dearg want to capture him? And even more importantly, what did they plan to do with him when they did?
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The morning brought zero relief. Zombie-like, Xalen stumbled out of the dining room and into the garden. The heat bore down on him, even as he settled under the shade that the tall trees provided. He set his tray of mashed wheat on the soft grass. It was not the aroma of food that he smelled, though. Instead, the putrid stench of the Dearg as it opened its mouth flowed into his nostrils. Out of the tree branches that dangled above, the face of a Dearg burst forth. Xalen’s elbow hit the grass as he clawed back. His heart raced as the stitched face moved ever closer to him. Its gaze bore down on him, with yearning eyes that hungered to take the Alioth in its clutches.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   The wicked face of the Dearg dissolved, giving way to a pair of bulgy eyes that were spaced too far apart. The eyebrows above the eyes were thick and grimy, almost as if someone had taken them thorough a race in the mud. The skin around the eyes was as black as tar, which only made the stained, yellow-toothed smile stand out even more. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” repeated the chubby-cheeked boy once more. The curved sword that hung from his waist clattered noisily as he lowered himself so that they were face to face.
 
   Xalen’s eyes fluttered. He noticed that the boy was not alone. In fact, he was flanked by a posse of other Alioths. Three were male, two were female.
 
   “What do you want?” asked Xalen. He tried to sound confident, which was difficult when cowering back on his elbows. Taking a long breath, he sat back up.
 
   “I’m Lastrius,” said the newcomer. “Leader of the Cosmo Runners.”
 
   Xalen narrowed his eyes. “The cosmo what?”
 
   “The Cosmo Runners.” Lastrius looked back to his gang proudly. “We are a special group of Alioths who run this dojo.”
 
   “I was under the impression that Kayos ran this academy.”
 
   “Phew. That old foolish woman can hardly walk. How is she expected to run a dojo?”
 
   “She seems to be doing just fine.”
 
   “You say that because you weren’t here before, in the good old days. Back when traitorous races like the Mordered and the Krington weren’t allowed into our dojo.”
 
   Xalen bit his lip, trying to keep the anger that was steaming within from become visible. 
 
   “The Mordered are no traitors,” said Xalen, more forcefully than he’d intended. 
 
   “Is that so? I suppose I just imagined the fact that every Mordered from every dojo in the Alioth defected to Yashvir during the battle.” He leaned forward as he repeated himself, adding emphasis to each word that came out of his mouth. “Every. Single. One.”
 
   “So…” said Xalen after a second of apprehension. The truth was that no matter how much he wished it. No matter how much he hoped it wasn’t so. He had no answer for Lastrius. He found himself wishing that he had spent a bit more time studying history back on Vintra, instead of just battle strategies. “It’s no big deal.” He regretted the words as soon as they left his lips.
 
   Lastrius’s face changed, turned icy. The crowd gathered behind him shook their heads in clear disapproval. “No big deal? No big deal! In what galaxy is revealing the coordinates of innocent human colonies not a big deal? Colonies full of innocent children and women.” He pumped his fist. His face grew red. “Father was there during the aftermath of the initial attacks. He said the bodies of women lay charred to the bone, their faces marred with death. The corpses from the children of the orphanages were stacked in small mountains. The stench of their rotting flesh could be smelled from miles away.”
 
   Xalen swallowed loudly, his Adam’s apple rising high. He saw Rund’s lifeless corpse thrown over the snowy Vintra plains. Beside him, with dead, hollow eyes, lay Lourdes and Narus, along with countless other children of the orphanage. They all wore the mask of death.
 
   “Why so quiet?” called Lastrius, eagerly. “You finally come to your senses?”
 
   He stared at the blades of grass numbly. Then he spoke, his voice slow and deliberate. “Nandi is not those Mordered. She’s different. She’s my friend.”
 
   The small crowd let out a series of snickers.
 
   A wave of the hand by Lastrius brought a quick end to the laughs.
 
   “And I suppose you would know this from the nights you two have been running around together,” he said accusingly. 
 
   Xalen tried to hide his shock. It didn’t work.
 
   “I told you,” said Lastrius. “We’re the Cosmo Runners. Nothing happens in this dojo without us knowing about it.”
 
   Xalen felt naked. Exposed to the world.
 
   Lastrius wasn’t done yet, though. “You think some late night training sessions makes Nandi your friend. If she was such a friend, then tell me this. Has she mentioned what her sister did?”
 
   Xalen’s silence was more than an answer.
 
   The leader of the Cosmo Runners pounced, continuing his verbal attack. “I see. Well, I’m not surprised. If I had a sister who was single-handedly responsible for the death of an entire planet, I wouldn’t be talking about her either.”
 
   For the first time, Xalen wanted Lastrius to keep talking, to shed light onto this sister of Nandi’s.
 
   Lastrius did not comply. He looked back at his gang. “Let’s go, runners. I thought this silver-haired idiot had what it took to be one of us.” He looked down at Xalen with a look of disgust. “Clearly I was wrong.” And then they were gone, taking with them their jeers and cackles.
 
   Xalen was left stunned, staring down at a tray of food that no longer looked appetizing. Lastrius might have been an inconsiderate jerk, but he’d been right. How much did Xalen really know Nandi? As much as he hated to admit it, the answer was clear.
 
   Not at all.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   In the days that followed, Xalen convinced himself that there was no sister. Lastrius, in his attempt to get under his skin, had made her up. There were moments that he wasn’t so sure, though. After all, hadn’t Reave himself said that the Mordered were not to be trusted?
 
   Nonetheless, Xalen did his best to avoid the Mordered girl as much as possible. If he saw her eating alone in the dining room, he would rush out to the garden before she noticed him. If she was headed toward him in one of the hallways, he quickly steered the opposite way. 
 
   “Why are you running away from me?” asked Nandi, one afternoon after she had run into him at the library. Xalen had thought that the library would have been the perfect place to run away from the girl, after all, had she had made her disdain for books apparent on the day they’d met. Yet, here she was, standing in the middle of the same room they had written the paper in, staring him down. Xalen thought her skin looked a deeper shade of purple today.
 
   “I asked you a question?” asked the girl. “C’mon, Whiz Spark. Speak up.”
 
   Xalen fidgeted his fingers.
 
   She waved her hand in front of his eyes. “Galaxy to Whiz Spark. Anyone there?”
 
   “Listen,” said Xalen, choosing his words carefully. “I spoke to Lastrius.”
 
   “Lastrius?” 
 
   “Yeah. He said some things. I…” He racked his brain, putting the words together carefully. “I didn’t believe any of the things he said. I mean, all that stuff about your sister being a traitor is just…”
 
   And then it happened. One second he was standing up, the next he was on his back. The Mordered was sitting on his stomach. A small blaster had emerged from above her metal arm, and was pointed directly at his forehead.
 
   “Don’t you ever refer to my sister as a traitor!”
 
   “I…I didn’t say that,” stuttered Xalen. He could have tried to shove the girl off. Could have reached for his sword. But this was Nandi. His only friend at Zizor. He wasn’t about to get in a fight with her. “I only told you what Lastrius said.”
 
   “Liar! You believed it. If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been avoiding me!”
 
   “I didn’t…”
 
   “Shut up. You’re just like every other person here.” Her face quivered. Locks of hair fell over her face, obstructing one of her savage eyes. “You don’t mind being around a Mordered when you need our help, but you shove us aside as soon as you have no use for us.” 
 
   Xalen had a feeling she was no longer only speaking about her—or him. 
 
   Slowly, she brought her hand down. With a low snap, the blaster reverted back into the metaton. 
 
   “Listen…”
 
   But Nandi did not listen. She stomped away, fists closed as she went. 
 
   Xalen was left alone, shame and guilt coursing through him as he stared at her back. She stormed into the elevator and disappeared behind the doors, cursing loudly as she went.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   “How long have you been here?” asked Gavin. 
 
   It was early morning. Most of the Black Sanction was still asleep, awaiting the morning bells that would wake them.
 
   Beatrix finished her sword routine before addressing him.
 
   “Two or three hours,” she said, sheathing her weapon.
 
   His eyebrow raised and he whistled softly. “You would do well to get more rest. Sophic tells me that you’re always here early. I also noticed that you never join us for lunch at the cafeteria. Instead you spend all your time here, training.”
 
   “I have no time to make friends or rest. I have a good teacher and need to learn as much as possible.”
 
   “Yes. Sophic has told me that you have improved greatly in the past few months.” 
 
   “Not enough.”
 
   “Enough for what?”
 
   “You know what. I’m going to bring down the Bastion. Starting with the Alioths.”
 
   “How are you going to do that? You hardly rest and you have no one to back you up.”
 
   “I’m a Palek. I’ll figure it out.”
 
   “You can’t wage a one-person war against something as powerful as the Bastion. They may be many things, but weak is not one of them. They have countless ships, soldiers, credits, and influence spread across the galaxy. If we are to defeat them and begin a new, just order, than we must come together.”
 
   “But I need to train. I need to become stronger.”
 
   “No. Not just you. The Black Sanction as a whole needs to become stronger. What use is someone who can wield a sword, but is too tired to function effectively?”
 
   “I can function—”
 
   Gavin lifted his hand. “No arguing. I need you to rest today. I’ve already instructed Sophic to not conduct any training sessions while I’m gone.”
 
   “You’re leaving?” asked Beatrix curiously. 
 
   “Yes. I received reports that an Alioth has just arrived on one of the moons in the Noble Ring.”
 
   “What’s so important about that? Alioths go all over the galaxy.”
 
   “Not this Alioth. His name is Reave. If he’s looking into something on an Noble moon, then it must be something important. I aim to find out what it is.”
 
   Reave? Reave? Beatrix scratched her head. The name sounded familiar. But where had she heard it? Then it hit her. Reave. The hero of the war! “You’re going after Reave on your own?” She couldn’t hide the worry in her voice.
 
   “Yes. But don’t worry. I can handle him.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me,” said Beatrix. “I’m no child. I know how strong he is. How can you stand up to him alone?”
 
   “Your lack of confidence in my skills is disturbing,” said Gavin. “In my time with the Alioths, only Junia Barteau bested my kill count. Trust me. I can handle myself.”  He met her gaze. “Besides, you have better things to worry about. Your rest, for example.”
 
   Beatrix averted her gaze. It wasn’t that metaton eye she was looking away from, instead it was the green one. The one that seemed to reach into her inner core, turning her into a bumbling fool. 
 
   “Why would Reave continue being an Alioth?” asked Beatrix, hoping to change the conversation. “Doesn’t he know that the Bastion has ordered the death of thousands of innocents? Doesn’t he know of the robberies they’ve committed?”
 
   “Yes he does,” said Gavin somberly. “But Reave is an optimist. He has a misguided dream of changing the Bastion from within. It is a futile goal that will never see fruition. He’s always been like that.”
 
   “Then let me go with you. I can help you change his mind.”
 
   “No!” said Gavin, louder than she had expected him. He seemed to have noticed that he had overreacted, because his expression instantly softened. “You stay here and rest.”
 
   “But…” Before she could finish, Gavin leaned in and planted a kiss on her lips. It wasn’t a soft, wet kiss like she had always imagined. Instead it was rough, almost dry as Gavin’s lips met hers. Nonetheless, it left her standing in shock as her brain tried to catch up to what had just happened. By the time her mind had processed what had occurred, Gavin was gone, leaving her alone, clutching her hilt tightly. It took her a while longer to regain her senses, but when she did, she realized that Gavin was right. He was looking out for her, after all. She needed to rest. The last three months of training had taken a toll on her. Only now that she finally allowed herself to stop for more than a minute, did she realize just how right he was. Her legs felt like they were on fire. Her head and back were pounding with stabs of pain.
 
   Silently, she trudged into the walkway and headed to her room. As she did the thought of the kiss drifted in and out of her mind.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The long, sunny days were replaced by cold, snowy ones. The green grass which had been the norm for months, gave way to long planes of white snow. The tree leaves were all gone. Their replacement were long, thin branches that resembled hands reaching out to the skies.
 
   In the weeks since their last encounter, Xalen had hardly seen Nandi. 
 
   “Hey, Nandi!” Xalen had called after her one particular snowy day. They’d been forced indoors by the harsh wind that was whistling past the clear windows.
 
   Nandi, like every other time he had tried to talk to her, walked away, not bothering to even acknowledge his presence.
 
   Another time, when they were in a meditation session with Sensei Kayos, Xalen had discreetly tried to get her attention by tapping her back while whispering her name. Nandi had reacted by reporting him to the old sensei, which earned Xalen a two-week shift washing clothes by the river. 
 
   Now here they were, standing in the garden under a leafless tree. He, along with Nandi and three other rookie Alioths had been summoned by Sensei Kayos.
 
   “Any idea why they called us here?” Xalen asked Nandi. He stood beside her.
 
   “No idea,” responded the Mordered. “But how about you leave me alone?” 
 
   Xalen nodded glumly. “Yeah. Sure.”
 
   “She’s really cross. You must have been a bloody jerk to get her like that.”
 
   Xalen stared at the tan-skinned girl who had just spoken to him. Her hair was long and red, with braided pigtails. She wore a short leather skirt and blouse with red and white stripes. A fuzzy brown tail emerged from around her waist. Xalen knew she was a Krington. The ridges running down her cheeks made that obvious. Though, he didn’t recall ever seeing the girl around Zizor. 
 
   “Don’t look too surprised,” said the Krington. “I’m from Empire’s Stone, the Alioth dojo in Sontyo. It’s a moon in the Rawkling sector of the Noble Ring. I was sent here for this mission. I’m so bloody excited.” Her tail swiped the air.
 
   “Um…yeah.” Xalen took a step closer to the other two Alioths, two human males that he’d seen from time to time roaming throughout the dojo.
 
   The Krington girl looked like she wanted to say something, but restrained from speaking once two figures emerged from the dojo. One was Sensei Kayos. The other was a short, stubby woman who Xalen had never seen.
 
   “Salutations, Alioths,” whispered Sensei Kayos. 
 
   The five Alioths stood at attention. Their stance rigid. Their eyes facing forward. 
 
   “The woman beside me is Sensei Wize. She has come to us from our sister dojo of Empire’s Stone. She’s here to take you five on your first official Alioth mission.”
 
   Xalen’s body instantly went numb. He had waited his entire life for this. Had trained and read countless hours. Now his time had finally come. His first Alioth mission!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   The ship, carrying the six Alioths, one sensei and five rookies, ascended through the thick atmosphere of Chas and into the skies.
 
   The excitement that had been coursing through Xalen a mere hour ago had now dwindled, settling somewhere deep in his core. Nandi, as well as the other humans from Zizor dojo, seemed to be sharing in his somberness. They all sat quietly, only moving when the ship shook from time to time as it struggled with gravity.
 
   The same could not be said about Sensei Wize and her student. 
 
   “This is so bloody awesome!” cried the Krington girl.
 
   Sensei Wize set down her datapad. She was all smiles as she and her student turned to each other. Their hands met and they began to giggle like young school girls.
 
   “Right you are, my precious student,” said the sensei. Her pink cheeks grew and descended in size as she spoke. “We will discover the wonders that Boilye has to offer. Together, we’ll find the cure to this Dearg disease.”
 
   “Yes, yes, twenty-three times yes,” cheered the Krington. “History will come to know us as Sensei Wize and Alioth Ifi, the Dearg destroyers … no, the Dearg annihilators!”
 
   “Not so fast, my precious student. This is not only about our legacy. It is about saving the many innocents across the galaxy.”
 
   Ifi let go of her mentor’s hand and pumped her fist. “Right you are, sensei. I shall strive to be the best I can, and imitate your greatness.” There was a tone of admiration, almost deification, in her voice. 
 
   Xalen, along with the other Alioths from his dojo scooted a few inches away from the strange duo. Was this much energy over something so mundane the norm over at Empire’s Stone?
 
   “Was the matter with you all?” asked Ifi. She took a seat next to Xalen.
 
   Xalen glanced around the old ship. The interior of it was surrounded by steel benches that could easily accommodate over twenty people. Did she really have to sit an inch from him? “We five were chosen to accompany the great Sensei Wize to planet Boilye. Do you have any idea the honor that has been bestowed upon us? Deargs cannot survive in Boilye. It is up to us to aid the wondrous Sensei Wize in figuring out why exactly this is. Is the air of Boilye toxic to the Deargs? Is there something in the Dearg anatomy that has no immunity against the microorganisms that dwell on Boilye? Is it something in the water? The dirt?” Ifi shook with excitement, and her voice became a high screech. “So many possibilities. Isn’t it all so bloody breathtaking?” 
 
   “That’s all great and all,” said Nandi. “But I’m a warrior, bred for battle. Running around with science flasks isn’t exactly my idea of a good time. I’d rather be blasting Deargs into oblivion than wasting my time trying to understand them.”
 
   Xalen, along with his Alioth companions, bobbed their head in agreement. 
 
   “I know that the dojo of Empire’s Stone dedicates their resources to science, instead of battle,” continued Nandi. “So why not bring four science geeks from your dojo on this mission? What’s the use of taking four fighting Alioths away from their training?”
 
   Ifi wrinkled her brow. “How dare you question the great Sensei Wize? Don’t you know you’re standing in the presence of the woman who discovered the cure for Malyster? The woman who unlocked the secrets behind transportation travel? I demand that you apologize to her immediately!”
 
   Nandi snapped her tongue. “No. I don’t think I will.”
 
   Ifi’s left eye twitched. She was about to say something when a calm voice cut her off. Xalen had to look twice to make sure it was the sensei speaking. She sounded so different than a second ago, when she’d been screaming at the top of her lungs.
 
   “Calm yourself, my precious Ifi,” said Wize. “Alioth Nandi brings up some very good points, and she deserves an answer.”
 
   Ifi retook her seat.
 
   “The truth is,” said Wize, plunging ahead, “Boilye is a wild, untamed planet. Many animals live there. Animals that will not be glad to see us trudging through their lands. It will be up to you all to protect us from the danger that is certain to arise.” 
 
   “But you’re Alioths as well,” countered Nandi. “Surely you can watch after yourselves.”
 
   Wize looked over at Nandi, with the patient expression of a parent looking at a child who doesn’t understand. “That may be true to a certain extent. But my concentration needs to be focused on the science, not on battle.”
 
   Xalen rolled his eyes.
 
   Wize looked over at him. “Do you also have a problem with aiding on my mission?”
 
   “Not really,” said Xalen, trying not to sound too rude. “I admire what you’re doing. It’s just that it seems like a waste of time. I’ve seen a Dearg up close. The only thing that is going to help us get rid of them is weapons.”
 
   The sensei’s face brightened up in understanding. “I use to be a lot like you two.” She looked between Nandi and Xalen. “Always looking for the next fight. Constantly trying to right all the wrongs of this galaxy with a sword.”
 
   “You did?” asked Ifi. She seemed as shocked as everyone else in the ship. This short, stubby woman barely looked like she had enough stamina to run for more than two seconds. To believe that she was once a warrior seemed like a stretch.
 
   “Oh, yes. I studied at Zizor. In fact, I graduated number four in my class. Only Reave, Dantes, and Junia bested me.”
 
   “Really?” Doubt dripped from Ifi’s mumble.
 
   “Are you questioning your sensei?”
 
   “N…no, of course not. I should have expected someone of your caliber of greatness to also be skilled with the sword.” All doubt was gone from Ifi’s tone now. The worshipping girl was back. “It is a testament of your extreme greatness.”
 
   “Of course it is.” Wize returned her attention to the Zizor Alioths. “My first mission after becoming a full-fledged Alioth was as protector of Terrance. Can you imagine the joy I felt? I had been assigned to watch over my home planet. My father, mother, brothers, sisters, and neighbors were all now under my watchful eye. It was exhilarating, but it was also a heavy burden. I became obsessive, constantly on the lookout for any Dearg.”
 
   “Did you find them?” asked Ifi as she bit her nails in eager anticipation.
 
   “Oh yes. For ten cycles I hunted those beasts down mercilessly. They were never any of the large Deargs that appear on some of the other Noble Ring planets, but they were still Deargs, mind you. They were a persistent bunch. If I killed one, two more would appear. If I finished two, four or five would take its place. It was a never-ending cycle, one that I was determined to end. Every morning I would get up early and go out, searching for any kind of clue as to where they might appear. Then one day…” There was a long pause. “While I was out in caves, following what I thought was a lead…” Another pause. “Two Deargs appeared out of a hole that had…had…burst in my hometown, Daters.” Wize’s eyes were overtaken by a shiny gloss. “By the time I got to the Deargs. They had all been killed…my father, my mother, everyone…”
 
   A long, uncomfortable silence hung in the air.
 
   “After that, I went two months without leaving my father’s mansion. I spent every day looking out the window, contemplating just how useless the previous ten cycles had been. It was then that he came, Alioth Blaise. He arrived from Empire’s Stone, bringing with him a chemical he had created after twenty-five cycles of research.”
 
   “What did the chemical do?” asked Ifi. She had completely bitten off the tip of one nail, and was now hard at work on the nail of her index finger.
 
   “He spread it. It went airborne. Within one cycle Dearg attacks had been brought down to zero.” Wize wiped a tear that had escaped her eye. “In just one cycle this man had done with a vial of vapor something that in ten cycles of countless battles had never came remotely close to accomplishing. It was a rather … humbling experience.”  Her mouth slackened. “It was after this that I decided that I would never again resort to weapons. Science holds all the answers we need. All one must do is dedicate oneself to it.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have spread that chemical to all the other planets suffering from Dearg attacks?” asked Nandi. 
 
   Wize spoke eagerly, her previous excitement returning. “No. In this case Alioth Blaise had discovered that a chemical in Terrance’s atmosphere could be mixed with the chemical of his own creation to kill the Deargs by essentially making it impossible for them to breathe. Unfortunately, it does not work with the oxygen of other planets.”
 
   Ifi stood. “Don’t worry, great Sensei Wize. Boilye holds the secret to the Deargs demise, I’m certain of it.”
 
   “Right you are, my precious student. Right you are.”
 
   The two women had now returned to their giggles.
 
   Opting to not disagree with them, Xalen remained quiet, though he was certain that Wize and Ifi couldn’t be farther from the truth. It had taken twenty-five  cycles to discover a way to eliminate the Deargs from just one planet. How many more years would be wasted on research to rid of them of all the planets?
 
   He patted the hilt of his sword. He was certain that Nandi felt the same way. She looked his way for a fleeting moment, but as soon as their eyes met, she averted her gaze toward the window. 
 
   Xalen sighed deeply. If only he could get her to talk to him.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The skin of the Zander who exited the shuttle was red, just like the crimson fury that raged within him. Three months. Three whole months! That’s how long it had taken him to get to Chas. Had he had access to an Alioth shuttle, he could have traversed the official space routes with little worry of being questioned by authorities. But no, all he had was an old Delta class ship. It was fast enough, but unfortunately Delta ships were the preferred vehicle of his father’s agents back when, making Alioths and space authorities alike wary of them. In the Gray Ring and Outer Ring he could fly with no trouble, but here, in the Noble Ring, he couldn’t fly half a day without being noticed. It had forced him to take the unofficial, longer routes that extended his trek significantly.
 
   Amlaidh gritted his teeth. No matter. He was here now, staring down at the white plains of Zizor. He had landed the Delta in a small clearing he’d found in the forest. From there, he had made his way here: behind a large rock not one-hundred feet from the road that connected the dojo to the nearby village of Astria. He knew from his research that the Alioths in training would many times take this passage. There was another route to the village, west from where he’d landed. But he couldn’t risk landing there. For one, there were no places where he could hide the Delta. Second, he needed to ambush one, maybe two students. He couldn’t risk exposing himself to too many Alioths. A fight with a battalion of Alioths was the last thing he needed.
 
   The minutes passed, turning into long hours. Amlaidh beat at his chest one more time, trying to keep his body warm. The flakes of snow that continued to fall were raining down on his clothing, soaking it. How much longer was he going to have to wait?
 
   Then he saw them. His anger dissipated. There appeared to be two, no, three of them. From this distance it was hard to make out their features. They carried sacks over their shoulders, they must have bought provisions from Astria and were now taking them back to Zizor.
 
   He waited, his fingertips tingling with anticipation. 
 
   As they moved closer, the blurred figures took form. The boy at the center was dark skinned and extremely oversized. The two other boys flanking him were as skinny as twigs. They all had brown capes over their backs that covered their bodies, no doubt to protect them from the cold winds.
 
   With the obstruction, there was no way of telling if they were armed, but it mattered not. 
 
   Amlaidh jumped out from behind the rock and took off at a full sprint. He was counting on the Alioths being too cold, too preoccupied with trying to keep warm to notice him.
 
   It worked. 
 
   Before they spotted him, Amlaidh close the distance between them. He punched one of the skinny boys on the back of the head, sending him face first into the snow. His two companions looked up, eyes wide. Amlaidh followed his attack with a kick to the second skinny Alioth’s cranium. He crumpled to the ground.
 
   The fat Alioth reached for something under his brown cloak. A weapon perhaps? Amlaidh never saw it, before his foe could brandish whatever he was reaching for, Amlaidh shot a gust of plasma from his metaton. The purple mass landed on the Alioth’s stomach.
 
   “Argh…” he whined, doubling over and falling to his knees.
 
   “Tell me what I want to know,” roared Amlaidh. “Or the next shot will be fully charged.”
 
   “I’m just a rookie,” cried the chunky boy. “I know nothing.”
 
   “Oh, fortunately for you I’m not asking for any classified information.” He brought his metaton to the boy’s chest. “All I need is information on a particular student here at Zizor.”
 
   The boy’s lips quivered with fear. “I…I…I…I…”
 
   “His name is Xalen,” said Amlaidh. 
 
   Suddenly, the boy’s fear disappeared from his face, replaced by a long grin. “Oh, him. I’m afraid you just missed him.”
 
   “Missed him? What fool do you take me for?”
 
   “No…no… I speak the truth. He left not a day ago. But don’t fret. If you leave now you can catch up to him, I’m certain of it. He and a few other students were sent to Boilye. A planet not too far from here.”
 
   As the boy spoke, Amalidh stared into his eyes. The Alioth spoke truth, of that he was certain. Though he couldn’t understand why an Alioth would give up one of his own kin so easily.
 
   “You’re probably wondering why I wouldn’t even try to defend him. The truth is that he disrespected me, the great Lastrius. Now he will—”
 
   Amlaidh reeled his fist back and rammed it into Lastrius’s face. He fell over his companion, unconscious and bleeding from his nose. “Idiot. Do you really think I have time to listen to your stories?”
 
   Cursing under his breath, he sprinted back to the Delta. He jumped on board and flicked a button. The engine roared to life. There was a loud crack and then it went dead. Smoke poured from under his seat and into the cockpit. The stench of charred electric wires invaded his nose.
 
   With heavy fits of coughs he jumped off the Delta. “No. No. No. No!” He beat at the ground. He fired bolts of plasma at the nearby trees, sending flocks of birds fleeing as their homes fell. “I’m so close. So close to fulfilling my father’s wish!”
 
   The Delta continued to smoke as he screamed in rage, letting the anger that lived within his heart known to the universe.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Xalen stared at the red orb, hanging in the darkness of space. Even from afar, he could feel the heat emanating from the planet. Or was it heat? It felt different. He couldn’t place his finger on it.
 
   “Is that the planet that were going into?” he asked, unable to hide the twinge of nervousness that had invaded his voice.
 
   “No…” answered Sensei Wize. Like everyone else in the shuttle, she wore a face of dread. “There is something inside that planet. Something off.”
 
   “It must be the heat,” offered Ifi. “Lagnar is bloody hot. One of the hottest planets in the galaxy if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “Yes…” agreed Xalen. “That must be it.”
 
   “No,” countered Wize. The plump woman’s face exuded worry. “Lagnar has always consisted of seas of lava and magma. This feeling is something different. It’s…chaotic.”
 
   “Chaotic?” asked one of the Alioths that accompanied them. “Can we fly in there and investigate?”
 
   “No,” said Wize. “The heat around the core of the planet is too great. There is no way any ship could ever penetrate it...” Her brow raised in thought. “Yet, I definitely sense a strong feeling of chaos within the planet, aching to break free. If I didn’t know any better, I would say someone’s trapped in there.”
 
   “Blah…blah…blah,” said Nandi in a high-pitched sneer. “Who cares? We didn’t come here to investigate this…” she waved her hands dramatically, “this supposed chaos. We’re here for Boilye. Are we not?”
 
   Wize shook herself back to attention. “Yes. That is correct. Pilot!” The man from the cockpit arched his head back. “Keep us moving!”
 
   It turned out that they didn’t have too far to go. Boilye was a mere half an hour further.
 
   “There she is,” cheered Wize once the brown planet shaded with green came into view. “Boilye. The little mining planet that is going to save the universe.” The fear from before was long gone.
 
   “Riiiiight…” said Xalen. 
 
   No one heard him though. Ifi’s cheers had drowned him out completely. 
 
   “Finally!” she burst out joyfully. She stood and twirled in place like some kind of odd pub dancer. She then shook her head and ran her long fingers through her hair. “I get to accompany the great Sensei Wize in a science mission. I will walk in her footsteps.” She bit her fist. “Literally.”
 
   “Yippedeedoo,” mocked Nandi. 
 
   Ifi ignored her. Xalen had a feeling that nothing could bother her at this moment.
 
   Xalen took a tentative step toward Nandi, who was staring out the window and down at the planet, which grew in size every passing second. “Hey, Nandi—”
 
   The Mordered girl stuck her nose up in the air and walked away. She sat on the steel bench across from where Xalen sat.
 
   “Ignore her,” said the first of the Alioths. He was skinny with the longest forehead Xalen had ever seen. “She’s not worth it.”
 
   The second Alioth bobbed his head. For some reason that Xalen did not care to know, he had a tag on his jacket where his name had been inscribed in bold letters: Roerkel “Smyuiles is right. That Mordered girl is a traitor. Stick with us, lad.”
 
   Xalen felt a tug at his heart. For a second, he was going to say something back, to defend Nandi, but he stopped before the words came out. Pointless. Useless. Meaningless. That was what his actions amounted to. 
 
   No there was no use. Xalen hunkered down in his seat and tried to drown out the hysterical cheers of Wize and Ifi, which reverberated through the small vessel.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The pairs moved from side to side, swaying their arms and hips to the music. Beatrix thought it all very strange. She didn’t have much experience with dancing, but even she could tell that none of the couples were any good at it. Stranger still was the music, there were no voices over the loud drums and sound of high-toned flutes. But the most awkward thing of all had to be the setting. A medium-sized room within the cave couldn’t have been their first choice to hold a dance. Then again, they didn’t appear to have many options.
 
   They were a few lonely men and women sitting on wooden chairs that lined the walls; wanna-be dancers without a partner. The last thing Beatrix wanted to do was dance, but Gavin had instructed her to mingle with the members of the sanction. It was also the ideal situation for her to find out some information on Gavin and Sophic. She knew very little of both of them.
 
   Apparently she wasn’t the only one. No one in the room seemed to know anything about Gavin and Sophic, save their names and the little they’d been told. Which was the same that Beatrix had been told. Gavin was former Alioth who now fought against the injustices of the Bastion. No one seemed to know how he had lost his eye. Even less was known of Sophic, who had joined the Black Sanction ranks less than two cycles ago.
 
   Eager to find out anything, Beatrix continued her investigating. “So you’re saying that no one here even knows what essence Sophic uses in her metaton?” asked Beatrix to the particularly ugly boy she danced with. He had the largest buckteeth protruding out of his closed lips. The brows above his droopy eyes had to be the bushiest she had ever seen. 
 
   “That is what I said,” muttered the buck-toothed boy. His gaze travelled to the end of Beatrix’s short skirt before skidding over her blouse. “So … did it hurt when you fell from h…h…heaven?”
 
   “Heaven?” Beatrix looked at him quizzically. “I came in a ship. It was working just fine. It landed with no hiccups. It didn’t fall.”
 
   Buck-tooth boy wiped the sweat that had formed on his brow. Come to think of it, the sweat seemed to be everywhere. His cheeks. Soiling his shirt over his armpits. “I didn’t mean that you actually fell. It was a line. To … you know …”
 
   Beatrix took a step back. “No. I don’t know.” 
 
   Opting to find someone else who wasn’t as strange, she searched for a new dancing partner. Which wasn’t as difficult as she initially thought it was going to be. The boys were now lining up, awaiting an opportunity to dance with her. Many of the girls who were now finding themselves without a dancing partner, they looked on, frowns on their lips.
 
   “So you’re saying that neither Gavin or Sophic never talk to anyone? They’re the leaders. Shouldn’t they have some kind of microphone system across the cave where they can communicate with everyone? A way for them to tell everyone the plans of the Black Sanction?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose,” said her new dancing partner. Though, like the boy before him, he seemed more preoccupied with staring at her legs than actually discussing their leaders. “They must not care much. We’re just the new recruits. The more seasoned fighters are in the other camp.”
 
   “Other camp?” asked Beatrix, suddenly very interested. “What other camp?”
 
   “The one with the trained sanction members. We’re just recruits.” He put his hand around her waist, and Beatrix had to resist the urge to gag. He obviously hadn’t showered in days, maybe even weeks. “But how about we worry less about them, and talk more about you and I.”
 
   Beatrix had to admit her new dancing partner was a better looking than the last. Had not been for the layer of grime on his face and the fact that he smelled like a privy, he might actually be a tad charming. 
 
   “I have to go,” said Beatrix, removing the boy’s hand. 
 
   She stood against the wall, ignoring the boys in the line waiting a turn to dance with her.
 
   Quietly, the questions reeled in her mind. Why didn’t Gavin or Sophic communicate anything to the members of the sanction? What was their plan? Why hadn’t Gavin told her about the other camp? Was he hiding something? Or was Beatrix simply being paranoid? Yes, she mused. I’m just making a big deal out of nothing. 
 
   “This is a miracle. Why is the chosen one mingling with us regular folk?”
 
   Beatrix turned to find Jesemiah staring down at her. His nose was crooked, no doubt the result of Sophic breaking it a few months back.
 
   Jesemiah extended his metaton. “Care for a dance?”
 
   “No.” She turned to leave.
 
   “Of course you won’t,” sneered the voice behind her. “I expected as much from the chosen one.”
 
   Beatrix rolled her eyes, sure she was going to regret this. Her curiosity, however, had gotten the better of her. 
 
   She took Jesemiah’s hand and he held her close, putting his bony hand on her waist. There was an audible sigh of disappointment from the waiting boys. 
 
   “What do you mean by chosen one?” she asked.
 
   “What do you think? Many of us, myself included, have waited for years to have an opportunity to train with Sophic. And you just show up out of nowhere and get to train with her.” His voice rose. “Who do you think you are?”
 
   “Is that it? You’re here to cry about how unfair your life is?”
 
   “I’ve been Gavin’s right hand since he left Alioth. I should have been allowed to train with Sophic. To learn her secrets.” He gritted his teeth. “But you came and ruined everything.”
 
   Beatrix shoved him away. “If they wanted you to train with Sophic, you would have. With or without my arrival. Don’t blame your failures on me.”
 
   The dance had stopped. Their voices had grown so loud that everyone’s eyes were on them.
 
   Jesemiah’s face grew red with anger. Or it may it was embarrassment. Beatrix wasn’t sure.
 
   He got into her face, his wild pupils baring into her. “Mock all you want. When it’s all said and done you’re a nobody. Gavin trusts me and only me. You’ll quickly be forgotten, you’ll see.”
 
   The door to the cave flung open, and in stomped Sophic. “You there. Pack your things. Gavin wants us to look into an group of Alioths on a nearby planet.”
 
   “Me, ma’am?” Jesemiah pointed at himself in disbelief. “I’ll get my things packed at once.”
 
   “Not you,” Sophic sneered. She pointed directly at Beatrix. “You. Get your things ready and meet me in hangar seven in thirty minutes. Don’t keep me waiting.” The woman turned and headed back through the door. 
 
   Beatrix hurried after her. As she left the room, she could feel the hateful gaze of Jesemiah staring daggers at her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   The sensei and the five Alioths in training emerged from the shuttle. They stood in a clearing that was obviously the remnants of a mining camp. Old mining poles still protruded from the ground. The long, rusted metal spikes rose fifty feet to the sky, a testament of the operations that had taken place here. Tangible proof that this deserted land was once full of life as miners worked day and night to strip the planet of its precious resources. Orange work helmets and dirt-encrusted leather gloves littered the ground.
 
   “I take it this was once a mining planet,” said Xalen, pointing out the obvious.
 
   “Not once,” said Wize. She didn’t bother looking up. She was on her knees, digging with her bare hands. From time to time she would bring dirt to her mouth, lick it, frown, and then spit it out. “It still is. This area has obviously been completely drained. From the amount of rust on these tools.” She picked up a decaying shovel. “The miners must be at work in another part of the planet. From the condition of these gloves, I’d say they abandoned this site, two, perhaps three cycles ago.” She stood up with a hop. “Which means we’ll be able to work undisturbed.” Her voice was full of excitement.
 
   Ifi followed her sensei’s example. She hopped, her tail flapping eagerly. “Yes, great sensei. No one bothering us will surely make our progress move all that faster!”
 
   Xalen had no doubt, that with Wize’s and Ifi’s enthusiasm, they would find something, anything and get them back to training on Chas in no time. Wize was a galaxy-renowned scientist after all.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Xalen wasn’t the only one that was growing increasingly frustrated at their inability to yield results. Nandi’s irritation was growing with every passing day. Xalen could see it in her walk, her increasing frowns, even in her speech. The most trivial of things would send her in short fits of anger that always concluded with her stomping away as she cursed under her breath.
 
   “Do you have to sing that ridiculous song every passing second of every minute?” asked Nandi one afternoon. They, along with Ifi, had been assigned to gather rocks inside a particularly musky cave. The heat lingered in the air, making the assignment all that more uncomfortable.
 
   “No,” said Xalen defiantly. Maybe it was the heat, or perhaps the frustration of not getting any results, but he was getting tired of Nandi’s indifference toward him. He’d made one mistake. It wasn’t like he’d cursed her family. Xalen picked up another rock and tossed it in the bucket. He continued to sing. “Little wielder boy resting under the spruce! What are you doing, my little wielder?” Nandi eyed him with a frown. “You took your mother’s love and ran away with it. Oh, my little wielder boy–I”
 
   “Where did you learn that stupid song, anyway?” asked Nandi angrily. “I’ve never heard it. I’m not surprised since it makes no sense.”
 
   “I learned it from a book,” answered Xalen thruthfully.
 
   “I think it’s beatiful,” said Ifi dreamily.
 
   “Whatever!” Knocking the bucket aside with a kick, Nandi stormed out of the cave. 
 
   But whatever anger Nandi held toward Xalen, it was nothing compared to her disgust and disdain of Ifi. The girls were polar opposites. One angry at the universe, while other was swamped with joy over the most trivial of things. Xalen felt guilty, but part of him was glad to have Ifi around to divert some of Nandi’s rage. Nandi never actually spoke to Ifi. Usually she showed her displeasure by rolling her eyes or simply walking away when the Krington girl came around. But that all changed on a particularly hot afternoon. Nandi and Xalen had been working all day in a cave, excavating rock samples for Wize. Everytime they would fill a bucket, they would take back up to Wize and Ifi, who were inside a large tent they had set up days before.
 
   Later, the five Alioths sat around a campfire, waiting the return of Wize. The stars were out, and a distant purple moon played peek-a-boo with the dark clouds that loomed overhead.
 
   “What’s taking that woman so long, anyway?” complained Nandi. “She said the village was only a mile away. Shouldn’t she have brought the food back by now?”
 
   “Don’t get cross with her!” retorted Ifi. “She’s been working really hard all day. She’s tired.”
 
   Nandi kicked the ground. A cloud of dust rose from the ground.
 
   “Yes. It must be really tiring to stay inside an air-conditioned tent all day, accomplishing absolutely nothing.”
 
   “Not as bloody hard as the menial job of picking up rocks and tossing them into a bucket. Must burn a lot of brain cells doing that every day.”
 
   “You try sittiing in a sweltering cave all day and delivering samples to people who have no idea what they’re doing.”
 
   “No idea of what she’s doing?” Ifi’s voice was the highest Xalen had ever heard it. “You do realize that breakthroughs require time. I refuse to believe that the Alioths at Zizor are this bloody thick.”
 
   “You can believe whatever you want,” retorted Nandi, her face a mask of indifference. She brought her face beside that of Ifi’s. “I’m going to sleep.”
 
   Ifi shrugged. “See you later, then.”
 
   Xalen had to give it to the Krington girl. She had guts for a science geek.
 
   “I’m sorry if I offended you,” said Ifi to Xalen once Nandi had crawled into her small tent. “I never argue, and I didn’t mean to insult your entire dojo. But being around someone so mental…” she looked toward Nandi’s tent. “Someone that actually has the gall to insult the great Sensei Wize just burns me up.”
 
   “I’m not offended,” said Xalen. “But please don’t think too badly of Nandi. She’s actually very nice.”
 
   Ifi raised an eyebrow. “Nice?”
 
   “I know. I know. It’s hard to believe, but she is. She’s the only one who went out of her way to make me feel welcome at Zizor. She’s also my only friend.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem too nice,” said Ifi over the croaks of nearby desert lizards. “It’s to be expected. Mordereds are a bloody savage race, prone to fits of rage. It’s what their culture is all about.”
 
   “I’m not going to pretend to understand how Mordered culture works, but I do know Nandi. She’s just going through a lot right now. But underneath that hard exterior is a funny girl that I’m proud to call my only Alioth friend.”
 
   Ifi was lost in thought for a moment. Then she smiled. “I’ll take your word for it, then.” She craned her neck. “And you don’t have one Alioth friend. You have two now.”
 
   There was another moment of silence. “Thanks,” muttered Xalen. 
 
   As he spoke he thought he saw an eye peering out of a gap in Nandi’s tent. A blink later, and the eye was gone.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Amlaidh’s gaze darted from one Alioth to the other. After his Delta had broken down, he had tried, unsuccesfully, to fix it for three days. Finally, he had given up. He would need to steal an Alioth vessel. Which might be a blessing in disguise. With his Delta, he had been forced to take long, hidden routes. With an Alioth vessel, he wouldn’t have to deal with those problems. He would still have to be careful not to fly close to any Alioth or Bastion patrol ship, but he could navigate official routes without much danger. For now, however, he needed to figure out a way past the two Alioths assigned to night duty at the hangar.
 
   The Alioth hangars were unlike any he’d seen. Up until now, all the hangars he’d been in were indoors. These ones were outdoors. Which was good news; it meant he could easily board the ship and just fly it straight into the sky. But it also meant that the Alioths would have an easy target to shoot down with their blaster cannons. If he was going to make a successful escape, he was going to have to knock the guards out.
 
   Above him the sky continued to drizzle snow. The cement pad where the ships were aligned in rows was completely covered in several inches of snow.
 
   “That one,” said Amlaidh to himself. Right at the center of the hangar was a small blue vessel. It had a sleek, reflective design. Judging from its color and its long, pointed end, Amlaidh was certain it was an Egmont class ship. It was exactly what he needed. Fast enough to get him to his destination quickly, but powerful enough to sustain blaster fire if he was forced into a space fight.
 
   Ever so carefully, Amlaidh tiptoed around the bush where he’d been hiding. Still crouching, he darted behind the closest ship. A red Omega-234. The Alioths, who were now standing side by side with their backs to him, did not notice the movement. 
 
   “She tried to tell me what to do,” said the Alioth to the right. He had a large, V-shaped back and giant triceps emerging from his shirt. “So I looked her straight in the eyes and told her, ‘Baby, if you want to be my girlfriend, then you’re going to have to accept that I come and go as I please.’”
 
   The second Alioth, a skinny, frail-looking man, uttered a sigh of admiration. “You’re amazing. How can I hope to be a ladies man like you?”
 
   The first Alioth flexed his biceps. “You can never hope to have my level of genetic fortune, but I can give you some tips that even a frail loser like yourself can utilize.”
 
   “Please teach me.”
 
   “First. It’s important that you teach the girl you want to court that you’re the boss. Not her.” His voice was that of absolute certainty. “If she wants you to pick her up at dawn, you make her wait and pick her up an hour later. This way you can exert your dominance. She will be so enthralled by your mascunility, that she’ll have no choice but to fall for you.”
 
   The smaller Alioth nodded his head. “I see. I see.”
 
   “And if for some reason that doesn’t work, then you simply make fun of what she’s wearing. That way she sees that you have a wonderful sense of h—”
 
   Crack!
 
   Amlaidh grabbed their heads and slammed them so hard together, that it had only taken one impact for both of them to crumple to the ground. The muscular Alioth mumbled something under his breath, but a punch to his cranium silenced any further complaints.
 
   Having dipatched of the duo of buffons, Alioth hopped into Egmont. A few buttons switches later and the ship had roared to life. He pulled back on the lever and the it took to the sky.
 
   “I’m coming for you, Alioth Xalen,” said Amlaidh to himself. “There’s nowhere to hide now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Falling into his dream was easy. Xalen had worked so hard, his body quickly succumbed to sleep. The hard part came later, as the scenes in his mind developed. His dreams were filled with scenes of faceless men and women. They gave voice to the dark, wicked fears hidden in his conscious mind that he didn’t want to revisit. Obviously, his unconscious mind held no such reservations.
 
   “Look at him,” wheezed a woman. “He has no heart.”
 
   Xalen looked down, suddenly aware that he was shirtless. The metal circle at the center of his chest glowed a bright silver.
 
   “He’s a freak,” added the voice of another woman. 
 
   More faceless forms rose from the ground. The black and white apparitions grew in number, until they completely encircled him. They yelled at him, taunting him with his deepest insecurities.
 
   “Someone with no heart can never trully feel.”
 
   “Born a monster. Always a monster.”
 
   “He will never love anyone. He’s heartless. A simple creature that will never be accepted by anyone.”
 
   They closed in on him. 
 
   Xalen found it hard to breathe. Hard to think. Impossible to move.
 
   “Leave me alone,” he cried. 
 
   The forms ignored him. They inched closer.
 
   “Xalen! Xalen! Snap out of it!”
 
   The voice that broke into his dream was the complete opposite of the hushed sneers of the faceless forms.
 
   “Hey, snap out of it,” called the cheery voice once more.
 
   Xalen felt a sudden warmth enveloped him. A heavy feeling came over him, making it impossible to breathe.
 
   His eyes snapped open. He immediately closed them and opened them again, trying to make sure he wasn’t seeing things. Ifi was over him. Not just over him, but directly on top of him. She had an arm wrapped around him, and she was holding him close. She ran her other hand through his hair. Her scent was that of milk and honey crème. Xalen noticed for the first time that her hands were fuzzy as well. The under part of her hands were a soft pink, much like an animal’s paws. But at the moment, he was much too shocked to give the girl’s hand too much thought.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked, shoving her back.
 
   “What?” she asked quizzically.
 
   “Why are you in my tent?”
 
   “I heard you having a nightmare.”
 
   He stammered, “Y…yes, but I still don’t see what you’re doing here, hugging me.”
 
   “I would think that is quite obvious. We’re friends now. And we Kringtons don’t let our friends go through hard times without embracing them.” She spoke matter of factly, as if there was nothing strange in what she’d done.
 
   “Well, for us humans, going into someone’s tent and hugging them while they sleep is weird.”
 
   “Why? Don’t you want your friends to be happy?”
 
   “Well, yes. But that’s not the way to do it.”
 
   Ifi looked genuinely confused. “Why not? Don’t you like hugs?”
 
   “Yes,” admitted Xalen. 
 
   “Then I think you humans are the strange ones. Hugs make everything better.”
 
   Xalen swallowed hard, realizing that Ifi was still on top of him. He was suddenly very aware of how loud they were. Had the others woken up? What would Nandi think of Ifi being in his tent in the middle of the night?
 
   “You need to go,” he said, his voice rising slightly.
 
   Ifi let him go and moved back. “Fine. Fine. I’ll leave you alone, don’t get cross.” 
 
   Xalen remained quiet as the Krington girl crawled out the tent, taking her honeyed scent with her. As she went, the smile that she always wore on her face remained intact.
 
   In contrast, Xalen frowned as he stuck his head out of his tent. The other tents, lined in a neat row besides his, were all unmoving. Satisfied that no one else seemed to have woken up, he laid back down. 
 
   Unfortunately, sleep did not come for him the remainder of the night. The low hum of the wind and occasioanal cry of a lonesome cricket were his lone companions as he dwelled in thought.
 
   The Black Sanction? Did they hold the answers to his past? These were just some of the many questions floating around his head. Perhaps next time he saw Reave, he would ask him. Though the way everyone spoke, it didn’t seem like he would be getting a chance to see him anytime soon.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   There was a loud roar of elation. Had Xalen not already been awake, he was certain he would have been woken up by the unnatural sound.
 
   Curious, and a bit scared, he sped out of his tent. He wasn’t the only one. All his Alioth companions had emerged from their tents as well.
 
   “What was that sound, lad? asked Smyuiles, looking directly at Xalen.
 
   “How am I supposed to know,” Xalen retorted. 
 
   “Hiyaaaaaa!” 
 
   The scream reverbeated once more.
 
   “It came from Sensei Wize’s tent,” shrieked Ifi. A aura of dread was engraved on her face. She sprinted toward the largest tent, easily thirty times the size of the students’ tents. Every one else followed behind her.
 
   When they pushed the tarp aside and made their way into the tent, they were welcomed with the most awkward of scenes. Xalen had half expected to run into a wild animal that had snuck into the tent. Or perhaps some type of exploding vial caused by a mixture of chemicals. Instead, they came upon a dancing plump lady. She rattled her body from side to side. Her hands flailed in the air and her face was cherry red. 
 
   “I did it. I did it,” she cheered.
 
   “You figured out a way to stop the Deargs?” asked Xalen. There was excitement in his voice. The few days he’d spent on Boilye had passed in slow, agonizing torment. Was he finally going to be set free?
 
   Wize settled down for a second. “A way to stop the Deargs?” She looked utterly bewildered. “Why no. I found my lucky sock.” 
 
   The Alioths in training, with the exception of Ifi, all brought their hands to their noses.
 
   The sensei held up a old sock that seemed to be begging to be put out of its misery. It reeked of death. It was filthy; any softness was long gone, replaced by a crust of dirt. A blob of mold, bubbling with life, had even been etched to fabric scrap trying to pass as a mundane sock.
 
   “That’s it?” asked Nandi, a second before Xalen could voice that very question. “All this fuss was over an old sock?”
 
   “Not just any sock. Didn’t you hear me earlier, girl? This is my lucky sock. I thought I had lost it, but turns out it was hiding away in my lab case all along.” She pointed at an opened black suitcase that had been thrown on the floor. “Now that I have located it, I am certain that the fortunes will smile on us. A breakthrough is coming. I’m know it.”
 
   Ifi looked absolutely giddy. “That is so great. I knew you would not fail us!”
 
   “Right…” said Nandi sarcastically. “This is such a breakthough.”
 
   “I’m glad you see it that way,” said Wize, obvlivious to Nandi’s sarcasm. “I trust there will be no objections then when I send you to the outskirts of the valley. I have a strong sense that the samples there will provide much more fruitful results.”
 
   “None from me,” said Nandi. “Anything to get as far from you lot as possible.”
 
   “Take one of the boys with you,” said Wize, almost as an afterthought. “I need a lot of red sand samples. It will be too much for you to carry.”
 
   “I don’t want to go with no traitor,” said Smyuiles.
 
   “Neither do I,” blurted out Roerkel. He did not look one bit pleased. “Everyone knows her sister was feeding information to Yashvir during his attack, and I wager anything that she’s doing the same for the Black Sanction.” His mop of hair swirled wildly as he shook his head. “Nope. I won’t be left alone with her where I’ll be easy prey fo—”
 
   It happened in a millisecond. One moment Roerkel was enthralled in his speech. The next he was clutching his bleeding nose. The red liquid poured from where Nandi’s fist had connected and collected on the dirt below.
 
   “Speak ill of my sister one more time…” threatened Nandi, bringing her metaton to Roerkel’s chest. “…and I’ll blow a hole where your worthless heart is.”
 
   “See why nobody likes you?” snarled Smyuiles. “Your entire race is a lot of wild animals. Solving everything with violence. That’s all you know. That’s all your sister knew. That’s why she died.”
 
   Xalen was expecting Nandi to blast a hole in Smyuiles’s face, or punch him into oblivion. Instead she stood there, hands trembling. For a fleeting moment, he saw an emotion he’d never seen before in Nandi: sadness.
 
   In a sudden revelation, Xalen sensed just how much he’d hurt her. She didn’t have to verbalize it. Betrayal, anger, misery, and disappointment radiated from her like a heated combustion engine. Emotions he knew all too well. After all, had he not also experienced this type of discrimination himself? Had he not also been unjustly judged? A sudden urge to defend Nandi, to show her that she wasn’t alone, sprouted in his chest. It grew, until it threatened to burst from his fingertips, eyes, and mouth.
 
   “Shut up!” Xalen heard himself scream. “Nandi is more honorable than any student I’ve met at Zizor. If there is a wild animal here, it’s you, you and your bleeding friend.”
 
   Smyuiles moved against Xalen. “Why you—” 
 
   Wize stood between the Alioths. Her stinky sock remained tightly gripped in a closed fist. “Roerkel. Go down to the river and get yourself cleaned up.”
 
   Roerkel’s shaking intensifried. “But…but…but…she…”
 
   “Do as you’re told,” ordered the short woman. She turned her attention to the Mordered girl. “As for you. I will not have my aides at each other’s necks. I will overlook it this time, but make sure it does not happen again.”
 
   Nandi’s purple skin was tinted red. “Yes, Sensei,” she said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Accompany her, Xalen,” ordered Wize. 
 
   “I can do it all on my own,” complained Nandi.
 
   “I wasn’t asking,” countered Wize.
 
   Nandi remained quiet as she left the tent. Xalen followed behind her.
 
   They walked through the long valley, passing countless rock formations, and over a long ravine with a suspension bridge. Had he been alone, he would have had second thoughts about crossing the questionable-looking bridge. Half of the wood slats were missing. But Nandi crossed it without a second thought, so he did the same.
 
   A strong, rusty scent rolled thrugh the air. It wasn’t a pleasant scent. It was the stale stench of sorrow. 
 
   “What’s that smell?” asked Xalen, finally breaking the silence. The sun was close to descending, and he was tired of the muted tension.
 
   “We’re getting close to the Red Sands of Desperation,” said Nandi. 
 
   “Oh,” said Xalen, trying not to show just how surprised he was that Nandi had actually answered his question without a trace of anger. “Sounds charming.”
 
   “Yes, very charming,” said Nandi sarcastically. “The sands from that area release fumes into the air that intensify your most desperate fears tenfold. It’s not a place we want to spend a long time in. We’ll get samples we need quickly and get out.”
 
   “Okay. Got it,” said Xalen, a bit of fear sneaking into him. How powerful exactly where these sands? Would he turn into a bumbling, crying fool in front of Nandi? The thought made him cringe.
 
   Fortunately, when they arrived at the red sands, Nandi announced that they would stay on the outskirts of the red wasteland. Xalen gulped loudly as he gazed at the crimson sands that seemed to stretch infinitely. 
 
   “Fill this up,” said Nandi, tossing a plastic bag his way. 
 
   Xalen began to dig as quickly as possible, cursing himself for leaving the camp without a shovel. At his side, Nandi did the same.
 
   About an hour into their job Xalen first felt it. It began as a small twinge of nostalgia in his chest, growing until it had consumed his thoughts. He saw Rund, struggling to provide food to the orphans back at Vintra. He wittnessed himself as an old, wrinkled man. He sat alone inside a rustic cabin, sipping a mug of tea. There were no friends, no aquaintances. Just an elderly man, dying sad and alone.
 
   Nandi did not seem to be faring any better. She frowned and mumbled under her breath. Xalen barely managed to make out the words “I will get it from him, Master. I will…” She stopped talking when she noticed that Xalen was staring at her with great interest.
 
   When they finally dug deep enough to reach the sand Wize required, red with a black tint, they hastily filled their bags to the top.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” said Nandi.
 
   Xalen didn’t have to be told twice. He stood and retraced their steps. As they moved farther away from the red sands, Xalen felt the heavy load lift off his chest. His foggy mind cleared, and a inkling of happiness took hold of him.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” asked Xalen.
 
   “We need to find a place to spend the night,” said Nandi, not answering his question. “We only have a few minutes of light left.”
 
   Xalen scanned the immediate area around them. To their left was a cliff that rose over fifty feet. To their right was an open expanse of thistles, stones, and sand. 
 
   “That looks good,” said Xalen, pointing at a small hole etched into the side of the cliff. 
 
   Nandi bobbed her head.
 
   The two Alioths entered the miserably small cave and set their bags against the wall. Soon, Xalen had gathered a number of dry thistles and started a fire.
 
   “Do you think everyone back at the camp will be worried when we don’t show up tonight?”
 
   Nandi looked up at him in disbelief. She was sitting against the wall directly across from Xalen. Half of her face was obscured in darkness, the other half, illuminated by the fire, was a pale orange. 
 
   “Unlikely,” she said. “I doubt they’ve even noticed that were still not back.” 
 
   “Don’t say that,” Xalen retorted. “I’m sure Ifi noticed that we’re still not back.”
 
   “Oh, her.”
 
   “Yes, her. She’s very energetic, I know. But…” Xalen stopped for a minute, looking for the right words. “She’s also very kind.”
 
   “Yes. I’m sure it was her kindness that she was giving you inside your tent this morning.”
 
   “You heard that?” asked Xalen, suddenly very aware of how fast his heart was beating.
 
   “Of course I heard that. You two were so loud, I’m sure the entire planet heard your…” She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Exchange of kindness.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that,” said Xalen. “I was having a…”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Xalen swallowed, not wanting to admit to his nighttime visions.
 
   “Go on then,” urged Nandi.
 
   “A night...”
 
   “A nightmare,” finished Nandi for him. “I know about it. I heard that too.”
 
   Xalen narrowed his eyes. “Wait. If you heard me having a nightmare, then you must have heard when Ifi came into the tent.”
 
   “Yes,” said Nandi. “I know nothing really happened.” Nandi removed the hand section of her metaton. She pulled a rag from her pocket and began to wipe it clean.
 
   “Why didn’t you say that in the first place,” said Xalen through a sigh.
 
   “I wanted to mess with you.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s fun.”
 
   “Does that mean you’re not angry with me anymore?” asked Xalen, hope in his voice.
 
   “I haven’t been angry at you since last night,” said Nandi. She bit her lip. Her eyes opened and closed quickly. “What you said to Ifi about me was very nice. Thank you. And the way you defended me this morning was…” Xalen could tell she was having trouble finishing her sentence, “refreshing. No one has ever stuck up for me. I’m sorry for snapping at you before.”
 
   “No. I’m the one who’s sorry. I should have shut Lastrius up the moment he spoke against you.”
 
   Nandi smiled faintly. “Don’t worry too much about it. I’ll give him what he deserves soon enough.” A soft breeze drifted into the cave, playing with Nandi’s hair. She inhaled deep and long. Her face knotted.
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Xalen. 
 
   “Yes,” answered Nandi, though she didn’t seem okay. “She was wonderful you know.”
 
   “Er…who was?” asked Xalen, confused.
 
   “My sister.” Nandi’s lips quivered. “Thoko.”
 
   “You don’t have to speak about her if you don’t want,” Xalen rasped. Inside however, he felt guilty because he did indeed hope that Nandi would speak about her. Who was this girl who haunted Nandi?
 
   “No. It’s fine. You’re my friend. You deserve to know.”
 
   Xalen remained quiet, his silence urging Nandi to continue.
 
   “Atreyu is a large planet, you know,” she said, her voice barely audible over the low hum of the wind. “Home to millions of Mordereds. As you may have noticed, we don’t shy away from conflict. It is how we’ve solved most of the conflicts we’ve faced throughout the star cycles. We also don’t get involved in universal affairs, opting to interfere only when it affects us.”
 
   Nandi bit her lip and said, “That’s why the Legendary Ten decreed that the first child from each family must join the Mordered army.”
 
   “Legendary Ten?”
 
   “They’re a council of ten legendary Mordered warriors who have proven their mettle in countless battles. Their feats are extraordinary.”
 
   “Was your sister a member of the Mordered army?”
 
   “No. Thoko was the second child my mother bore. She was free to join the army, but it wasn’t required of her. Father, however, expected her to join the army. It was the honorable thing to do.”
 
   “Let me guess. She had her own plans.”
 
   “Yes. Thoko was different than most Mordereds. She wanted to be involved in the betterment of all races, not just the Mordereds. So against my father’s wishes she joined the Alioths. I was only a child, barely ten cycles, but I still remember what she told me: ‘I’m going to help the universe, Nandi.’ I asked her why. Why would she go against father, against her own kin? ‘The universe is under great peril, Nandi. We must not hide on our planet and think only of ourselves. Men, women, and children are suffering. We must make sacrifices to end this pain.’ She spoke with such conviction, that I could feel her fire, her sincerity.”
 
   “What happened?” asked Xalen slowly, more invested in the story than he initially thought he’d be.
 
   “She became an Alioth like she said she would. She fought in the Battle of Yellow Rock and the Battle of Jagotown. In both she was decorated with the highest honor an Alioth can receive for valor, the Indigo Cross. In the Siege of Ashburg, she was decorated with the Mustard Cross after she single handedly, with great peril to herself, snuck over one-hundred civilians out of the town under the cover of two nights.”
 
   Xalen was confused. Lastrius, Roerkel, and Smyuiles had spoken of Thoko as she had been a traitor, but, if Nandi’s stories were to be believed, she was nothing but heroic. 
 
   “She sounds like a great person,” he said truthfully.
 
   “She was.”
 
   It didn’t escape Xalen that Nandi had used the past tense was.
 
   Nandi’s face knotted. Then she said, “She came to visit me once, you know. Father wouldn’t allow her to stay at our home, so mother and I had to meet her at a dining room. She spoke of all her adventures, the people she met. She told story after story of the injustices that she’d seen. Children forced to fight in battles, then cut down like dogs. Families burned at the stake by Yashvir’s followers.” She paused. “Hearing her speak with such ferocity, such intensity stirred something within me. I suppose it was that day that I decided I wanted to be an Alioth like her.” Another hesitation. “When she left that night I had no idea it would be the last time I would ever see her.”
 
   “What happened?” asked Xalen, his inquiry barely a whisper.
 
   “Alioth was looking … they needed a spy to infiltrate Yashvir’s camp. Someone young who wasn’t very well know.” Her eyes sharpened. “None of the newer Alioths wanted to take on such a dangerous mission. Except for…”
 
   “Your sister.”
 
   Nandi nodded glumly. “Yes. She inflitrated Yashvir’s camp and became a lower-ranking commander. From her position, she was able to feed the Bastion information. Formations, intel, battle plans, coordinates, you name it. You know about Yashvir’s demise, right? At Bickland Station.”
 
   “Who doesn’t? The entire galaxy knows about that.”
 
   “The entire galaxy knows that Reave defeated Yashvir. They know that Dantes led the charge in the open battlefield against Yashvir’s army. They know of Sensei Barteau’s lone stand against the Three Mythical Generals of Elsire. Minstrels at the pubs sing songs of how Junia defeated the trio that was, up until then, thought to be invinsible.” She turned to Xalen with the look of someone who had just snapped out of a nightmare. “Don’t get me wrong. I have nothing against Sensei Barteau. I admire her more than anyone in the cosmos. She was Thoko’s best friend at Zizor. She trained alongside her and was a confidant when she was homesick. In many ways, Sensei Barteau is my last link to my sister.” She was silent for a moment, and Xalen knew that she was having a hard time finding the right words. He could see it in the wrinkle between her eyes. He could hear it in her raspy breaths. When she finally did speak, her tone filled with pain. “I wish people also knew of Thoko’s contribution.”
 
   “Thoko’s contribution?”
 
   “It’s true that Reave, Dantes, and Sensei Barteau were the heroes at Bickland Station, but they only got there because of Thoko. She was the one who warned the Bastion that Yashvir was going to launch a pulse radar that would end life in the galaxy. It was her who hacked the computers and delayed the launch for hours, giving the Alioths and the army time to arrive. Had it not been for her, life would have ended that day.” A single, thin vein throbbed on her temple. “After Yashir’s defeat that day, a number of Yashvir’s most trusted followers retreated to a nearby moon. Thoko, still under her guise as a Yashvir commander, went with them. From there she forwarded her coordinates to the Bastion. But the Bastion didn’t come.”
 
   “What do you mean didn’t come?”
 
   “There was a man among the last survivors. He was Yashvir’s most trusted and ardent follower; to this day he remains at large, awaiting the return of his master. Ash of the Rgors Clan.” Her feet shifted ever so slightly. Xalen saw Nandi blink rapidly as she ran her hands through her hair. “Ash suspected that someone had betrayed them. That someone had leaked information to the Bastion. Knowing this, Thoko contacted the Bastion many times. She begged them to come for her. But…but…but…” 
 
   Xalen scooted to Nandi’s side. He didn’t think about it, which was good. Had he pondered too much on his actions, he never would have gone through with them. But before he knew it, he had outstretched his arm. His hand landed on her elbow, where it remained as Nandi mumbled her next words.
 
   “The Bastion Council did not send anyone to aid my sister,” continued Nandi. “They didn’t even tell anyone that Thoko was trapped with the enemy. It didn’t take long for Ash to figure out that Thoko was an Alioth. He killed her.” Nandi’s lips quivered once more, though this time it was not with sadness, but rather anger and frustration. “They left her to die. The Bastion Council used her when they needed her, but once they deemed her of no importance, they left her to die!” A shallow breath followed. “She died alone. Alone like a rabid animal!”
 
   Xalen swallowed hard, unable to find the right words to say.
 
   Nandi pressed on. “Sensei Barteau was the only one who went looking for her. But when she got to Thoko, she only found her mangled corpse. Ash and the rest of Yashvir’s followers were long gone.” A teardrop escaped her eye. She wiped it away before it could make its way down her cheek. “She died with the enemy. Many people who don’t know any better, call her a traitor. My own father calls her that.”
 
   There was a long moment of silence.
 
   “I’m so sorry your sister went through that,” Xalen finally muttered, his voice as thin. “Your sister deserved better.”
 
   “Yeah, well.” She shrugged sadly. “I’m tired. I’m going to sleep.”
 
   Xalen was certain she was exhausted. It had been a long day. But this went beyond that. Nandi didn’t want to speak about those somber memories. That much was obvious. So as Nandi laid her head down, Xalen didn’t utter a word. He remained awake until his friend’s low breaths and velvet whimpers became a soft snore. A moment later, he dozed off as well.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   In deep space, a lone Nimon Class ship sped through the stars, leaving behind the Gray Ring and entering the Noble Ring. Within its thick hulls, two women moved against each other on the long training pads the ship was home to. One moved with the speed of youth fueling her body. Her moves were fluid, though lack the finality of her opponent’s. The second woman’s moves were yolked with finality. Every step, every pounce was intended to finish the fight as soon as possible. There was no room for useless flips and throws. There was only a desire to end. It was a form of fighting that the experienced woman had perfected over her countless cycles; a form that made her a feared warrior, invincible in the timeless art of combat. 
 
   Beatrix knew that Sophic had a nasty attitude. But this night it seemed downright fierce.
 
   “Stay focused!” cried the older woman. She brought her black metaton toward Beatrix’s torso. Months ago, the attack would have connected, but not this time. Beatrix sidestepped, but a swipe of Sophic’s leg knocked her down on her behind before she could launch a proper counter attack.
 
   “You’re still thinking too much between actions!” thundered Sophic.
 
   Beatrix sat up. She looked up at Sophic. “How can I not? You’re taking me on some sort of mission, but have told me nothing about it. Where are we headed?”
 
   Sophic ran her hand over her face. “You’re really not going to stop asking, are you?”
 
   Beatrix’s eager look was the only answer the woman needed. 
 
   “Fine. I had planned to tell you when we disembarked on Boiylie. But I suppose there’s no harm in telling you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We are to capture a young man. He’s an Alioth-in-training who is currently on a science expedition. He goes by the name of Xalen Blangi.”
 
   “An Alioth?” Beatrix looked at her master quizzically. “What business do we have capturing Alioths? We have to kill them, every single one of them!”
 
   “Usually, I would be mimicking your sentiments,” agreed Sophic. “This time, however, things are different. We need this boy. Alive.” She made sure to put extra emphasis on the last word. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “That I can’t say. Classified information.”
 
   “Classified information?”
 
   The older woman looked at her with a face of passive indifference. “Yes. Classified information. Are you having a hard time understanding such a simple concept?”
 
   “No. It’s just that I don’t see the point to the secrecy. I’m part of the Black Sanction. I deserve to know what’s going on.”
 
   “No. You don’t deserve anything. You’ve been given the opportunity to join a great organization. Consider yourself fortunate for that and don’t go around asking for things that are not yours to have.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” said Beatrix grimly. On the outside she remained quiet and focused, but on the inside her suspicions grew. Why was she not being told why this boy was so important that Sophic herself had to come fetch him?
 
   “The capture itself should be easy enough. As I said, he’s an Alioth-in-training so he’s bound to not be terribly skilled.”
 
   “Is he alone?” asked Beatrix, forgetting her previous suspicions. 
 
   “Our intel suggests that he is accompanied by five other Alioths. They should pose no challenge. Four of them are also in training.”
 
   “So there is a full-fledged Alioth with them then?”
 
   “Yes. Alioth Wize. However, her expertise lies in the sciences. She will prove easy to overcome.”
 
   Beatrix grinned, a sudden urge of impatience sweeping over her. “I can’t wait to get my hands on them. Can’t wait to make them suffer for what those dogs of the Bastion have done to Palek!”
 
   Sophic nodded in silent approval. “You won’t have to wait long. We arrive at Boilye’s dawn.”
 
   “Perfect,” said Beatrix. She caressed her rapier. This Alioth, Xalen, was about to feel the pain and despair that her people had been subjected to. Tenfold. 
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The bridge of the Egmont was oval shaped with six stations that required the same number of operators to be run at full capacity. However, it could also be programmed to be run by computer. The computer wasn’t nearly as proficient as real-life people were, but it was good enough. Not to mention that losing the Delta had been the biggest blessing Amlaidh had experienced in the past few cycles. With the Egmont, he had traversed the Noble Ring with absolutely no impediment. It felt liberating.
 
   “Incoming hail,” warned a male voice coming from Amlaidh’s communicator. 
 
   Amlaidh instantly sat up straight. He’d been sitting, legs up, on the captain’s chair. 
 
   “Open hail,” said Amlaidh, trying to keep his voice as steady as possible.
 
   A green light shot out from the communicator strapped around his arm. It took the form of a cloaked figure.
 
   “Lord Yashvir,” said Amlaidh, trying to keep his voice as steady as possible. “I wasn’t expecting your hail.”
 
   “What is your progress?” demanded his father as way of greeting.
 
   “Well…” The half Zander scratched his head, feeling the small horns there. It was a horrid habit he had tried to shake many times before; a habit that only seemed to intensify when he was nervous. “I have managed to locate the wherabouts of the boy. He’s in Boilye. I’m currently—”
 
   “You’ve had over three months to find the boy, and you just now discovered his wherabouts?”
 
   “Y…yes, sir. It was difficult. There were many obstacles on the way. The Delta ship I used, for example, made it difficult to move at—”
 
   “I have no use for excuses!”
 
   “Of course not, sir. I understand. I shall triple my efforts.”
 
   The hooded figure was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, its tone was one of complete resolution. “I’m counting on you, Amlaidh, but if you continue with these failures, you will leave me little choice but to dispatch another Dearg to capture the boy.”
 
   “You sent a Dearg after him? But why? The task of capturing the boy is mine alone.”
 
   “I sent a Dearg after him because I grew tired of your inabilty to bring me the boy.” His eyes bored into Amlaidh’s. Those eyes, even as a projection, made him look down at the ground in shame. “As I had suspected, the boy was too well protected. Even the elite Dearg was unable to bring him to me.”
 
   This was news to Amlaidh. Elite Deargs were the most powerful of Deargs. Was the boy so capable that he’d put a stop to the creature? No. That seemed impossible. It was more likely that the boy had help. 
 
   “How am I to succeed where an elite Dearg has failed?” he asked.
 
   “That is for you to figure out. Or is the task to daunting for you?”
 
   Amlaidh straightened. “No. By morning the boy you seek will be under my charge.”
 
   “I shall have a Dearg come to your assistance.”
 
   “That’s not necess—”
 
   The hologram of Yashvir disappeared, leaving Amlaidh in mid sentence. He cursed under his breath. He kicked the navigation system. Why did his father have to send a Dearg? Did he think so little of Amlaidh that he found it impossible to believe he could complete his mission without help?
 
   Amlaidh, opting to not dwell on the answers to his questions, diverted his attention to the landing of the ship. It didn’t take long. Thanks to the cover of the night, he was able to fly the Egmont into Boilye and land it on the desert plains without garnering any unwanted attention.
 
   He set the ship down about an hour’s walk from a nearby village. At least he hoped it was a village. He never been to Boilye before and had only the vessel’s outdated maps to guide him. 
 
   He walked for over an hour, with only rocks, prickled shrub, and the occasional lizard for company. He was beginning to think that the ship had led him the wrong way, when, off in the distance, a hub of light appeared. It was nothing more than a blur of yellow and white at first. But as he walked closer, a collection of wooden paneled structures took form. There were five rows of them, running about one hundred yards each. Amlaidh judged that each row contained about twelve buildings, for a total of about sixty structures. This was good. It meant that information travelled quickly among these people, which promised to facilitate his information gathering.
 
   He walked into the village, which didn’t have a single sentry posted on its outskirts.
 
   “Foolish, trusting simpletons,” whispered Amlaidh to himself. He couldn’t imagine why anyone wouldn’t guard their own kin. “It matters not. Easier for me.”
 
   The sand crunched softly under his boot. He passed dozens of quiet homes. The lights within were off. No doubt they were deep in sleep. But there was one place that he was sure was not asleep. A minute later the structure he was searching for came into view. Like the rest of the buildings in the village, the pub was made up of old wooden panels. It was filled termite holes. The deep brown color that had once been the norm was now a bleached-out white, the result of many years of sun exposure.
 
   Hoping to make a show of force, Amlaidh brought up his foot, kicking the door open. He was welcomed by the wide-eyed stare of a lone man cleaning the bar with a small rag. 
 
   “Where is everyone?” asked Amlaidh. The twenty tables spread across the pub were all empty. Stacks of chairs had been erected atop them, and the floor below had been moped to the point where it glowed like a shooting star.
 
   “We are closed,” said the frail-looking man that stood behind the counter. “Be off with you, boy.”
 
   Amlaidh stood up straight. “Watch your tongue, old man. I asked a question. Where is everyone?”
 
   Despite Amlaidh’s harsh tone, the pub owner did not appear phased in the slightest.
 
   “I assume they’re at home sleeping,” he said as he continued to wipe away. “This is a mining planet, after all, and miners work day shifts. So I would imagine they’re resting. Anyone with half their wits could have figured that out.” He looked up at the unwelcomed night visitor and frowned. “But judging by the way you came barging in here like a raving lunatic, you’re not very bright.”
 
   “What!” Amlaidh’s anger rose. In a flash of fury he covered the distance of the pub and grabbed the owner by the throat. “Mind your toungue when you speak to me, simpleton.”
 
   The man gave a scratchy laugh. 
 
   Seeing that the man needed more incentive, Amlaidh brought his metaton to his face.
 
   “I’m looking for a group of Alioths. They came here not long ago. Where are they?”
 
   But the metaton seemed to have little effect. The frail, old man’s laughter only grew louder. A minute later it turned into a fit of sickening coughs.
 
   “I’ve been married to a Feehan woman for the past fifty star cycles,” declared the pub owner. He slapped the metaton away from his face. “She threatens my life every other week, and a few times she has actually beat me half to death.” He laughed again, even harder than the first time. “And you think a punk nobody is going to put fear in me?”
 
   Amlaidh stood in silence. He’d gone his entire life obtaining what he wanted by force, coming across someone who didn’t shudder at his presence left him frozen and unsure on what to do next.
 
   “Unhand me, punk.”
 
   Amlaidh did as he was told. He thought long and hard on what to do next. He needed to get information out of this man, yet pain and threats were obviously not going to work.
 
   The pub owner studied him for a moment, then sighed. “You could just have walked in and asked nicely for the Alioths’ wherabouts. No need for your chest-puffing demonstration.”
 
   Amlaidh bit his tongue and spoke. “Why would you give me the information I seek so willingly?”
 
   “Why not? Those darn Alioths have been here for days. Days! And they have yet to purchase anything from my pub. I hold no allegiance to people who refuse to give me their credits.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Oh yes. They’re west of here. Camped out in an old mining site. Shouldn’t take too long to reach them.”
 
   Having gotten the information he seeked, Amlaidh turned to leave.
 
   “What business do you have with Alioths, anyhow?” asked the man. The wrinkles on his face increased with curiosity.
 
   Amlaidh didn’t turn as he spoke. “We have a meeting of destiny.”
 
   “Meeting of destiny,” jeered the man through the loudest cackle Amlaidh had ever heard. It was mixed with sickly coughs, belches, and hollerings. “My boy, you truly are a piece of work. Meeting of destiny.” More sniggers. “So melodramatic!”
 
   Amlaidh had left pub, walked past the homes, and was now headed west into the desert, but the old man’s chuckles could still be heard. He, however, did not care. The young Zander had been ridiculed, looked down on, and cast aside all his life. Now, after this night, none of that would ever matter. Never again would he be seen as the half-breed mistake. Never again would he be the subject of scorn by his father’s many followers. Tonight, he was going to prove once and for all that he was the true heir of Yashvir. Tonight, his destiny would come to fruition.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Beatrix’s jaw set in a hard line as she laid her eyes on the tents that had been erected in the middle of nowhere. The tarp structures moved slowly, caressed by the delicate winds. 
 
   “Which one is this Xalen character in?” asked Beatrix.
 
   Sophic’s face was that of granite. “One of the smaller tents, no doubt.”
 
   “Do we search one by one?”
 
   “No. Our target won’t come quietly. We will create havoc, and in the midst of the turmoil, it shall become much easier to defeat our foes.”
 
   “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Simply follow my lead.”
 
   And then with surprising agility, the older woman erupted into a maddening dash. She was screaming at the top of her lungs. It wasn’t a normal scream. More like a screech that resembled the sound of thousands of birds dying all at once.
 
   The woman turned. Her tongue stuck out the side of her mouth. She looked at Beatrix with a what are you waiting for face.
 
   Beatrix shook herself out of her shock. She drew her rapier and followed her master. It was only when Sophic shot a gust of fire from her metaton, that Beatrix realized what the woman was up to. She was planning on luring the Alioths into their waiting clutches. The wave of flames was the thickest Beatrix had ever seen. 
 
   Even from behind her master, Beatrix felt the intense heat as the fire rushed through the tents, consuming them in seconds. A short, stubby lady was the first to emerge from the largest tent. Behind her, followed a young female Krington. They were both coughing so violently, that they didn’t notice as Sophic brought her metaton over them. The large metal arm slammed into both women. They faceplanted on the floor.
 
   Two other Alioths, both males, poured out of the smaller tents. 
 
   These are mine, mused Beatrix. With a rush of excitement, she lunged at them. The fight she was expecting never came. One boy went down with a swipe of the knee. He slammed the back of his head against the ground and remained motionless. Her second foe, who had the longest forehead Beatrix had ever seen, took a look at Beatrix’s rapier and, wide-eyed, took off towards the dark desert.
 
   She opted to let him go. Her concentration was much better suited on finding the silver-haired boy she was tasked with capturing. 
 
   “Where is he?” asked Beatrix after the boy failed to emerge from the tents. She moved the tarp and glanced inside. 
 
   Empty.
 
   “He’s not here,” called Beatrix.
 
   Sophic frowned. She leaned down and picked up the chubby woman by her collar. “Where is the specimen?”
 
   Specimen? Beatrix didn’t have time to ponder on the words, for her master had begun to shake the small Alioth.
 
   “Whatever are you talking about?” asked the woman.
 
   “Don’t play with me, Sensei Wize,” said Sophic. “My people and I are not to be jested with.”
 
   “Ahhh,” said Wize understandingly. “I see the Black Sanction is finally making its move. I was wondering when you cowards were going to come out of hiding.”
 
   Cowards! Beatrix’s blood boiled. The Black Sanction was her family now. They’d given her hope for getting Palek back for her people. They were the ones fighting for the betterment of the galaxy. And this Alioth dog had the audacity to call them cowards?
 
   Beatrix brought her rapier to Wize’s neck. “I’ll teach you to speak of—”
 
   “You shall not harm the great Sensei Wize!” threatened a screechy voice.
 
   Beatrix looked over to the Krington girl. With her rapier, Beatrix kept her at bay. Despite the young Alioth’s obvious struggle to breathe through the smog that had mad its way into her lungs, she stood on wobbly legs. The fuzzy tail that emerged from her rear shot upwards, rattling in rage. Had it not been for the seriousness of the situation, Beatrix would have burst out in laughter. The sight of the pathetic Krington girl, hissing through clenched teeth, was almost comical.
 
   “Don’t waste your breath with these people, my loving apprentice,” called Wize. Her eyes remained locked to those of Sophic’s. “The Black Sanction understands nothing but murder, lies, and prejudice. Nothing you say will make the blind see.”
 
   “You’re the murderers!” cried Beatrix, surprising even herself by how much she cared what was said against the Black Sanction.
 
   “Really?” challenged Wize. “Who ambushed who? It is not I who is holding a weapon to someone’s throat.”
 
   Beatrix gulped. She looked down at her sword; stared at the tents that were now almost completely engulfed in flames. 
 
   “Enough!” said Sophic. “I didn’t come here for a philosophy lesson. Where’s the specimen?”
 
   Again, Wize’s face was one of loss. She said, “We are here on an official scientific Alioth mission. The only specimens were dirt samples. The same dirt samples that you just burned along with weeks of valuable research!”
 
   “I care not for your pathetic experiments. I only care for the boy.” Sophic pressed her metaton against Wize’s chest. “Either you tell me where the boy is, or I end you.”
 
   If Wize was scared, she didn’t show it. “No. I don’t think you’ll be finishing me off today, Sloe Grimm.”
 
   For the briefest of moments, a flash of surprise registered on Sophic’s features. It was quickly replaced by a grin. “I see you’re well informed, Sensei Wize. And seeing that you know my monicker, I’m certain you’re also fully aware that I don’t bluff. Where is the boy known as Xalen?”
 
   “So that’s what this is all about?” Strangely, Wize didn’t seem the slightest alarmed. “Did you actually think that the Bastion was not aware of the traitors planted within the Alioth ranks? Did you believe that you were going to be allowed to leave here?”
 
   “I think we both know that you’re no match for me,” said Sophic, challenge in her voice.
 
   “Me?” Wize’s voice was still conversational. Beatrix didn’t like it. Something was definitely off. “Who said anything about me?”
 
   As the sensei finished speaking, a loud screech filled the air. Then a bright blue light. Sophic barely had enough time to let go of Wize and cock her head back. The blue light of energy passed so close to her head, that it lifted her dry strands of hair up into the air. 
 
   Beatrix turned to where the volley of energy had come from. There, holding a the longest sniper she’d ever seen, stood a white-skinned woman. Her eyes were a light orange. Her face determined. She threw the sniper over her head. The gun twirled in the air. Then, quite suddenly and unexpectedly, it broke into thousands of blue crystal pieces. The fragments flew to a bracelet the newcomer wore around her wrist. There they converged into a single square piece that couldn’t have been larger than a small stone.
 
   Beatrix didn’t have too much time to wonder how the woman had managed to convert such a long weapon into a such a miniscule item, for the Feehan jumped down from atop the rock she’d been perched on. 
 
   “Are you and y’ur appre’tice well, Harka?” asked the snow-skinned woman.
 
   Wize gazed down at the Krington girl. “Yes, Junia. She appears to be somewhat weakened, but she is well. Thanks for coming.”
 
   “Of cr’se. I’ve w’nted to f’nish the Sloe Grimm for quite s’me time now.”
 
   “No Alioth will ever finish me,” challenged Sophic. Her voice remained steady, but Beatrix could tell that she was not taking this new challenger lightly. She saw it in her master’s determined gaze. In the way her full attention was now on Junia.
 
   Beatrix scarcely even saw her master leap into action. The speed of her vicious kicks was so staggering, that Beatrix was certain that whoever this Alioth was, she was doomed.
 
   But the Alioth woman held her ground. She intercepted the kicks with leg attacks of her own, sprinkled with precise hand blocks. 
 
   Seeing that the woman’s concentration was fully engaged on her master, Beatrix swiftly rammed her rapier toward the Alioth’s lower back. The Feehan, however, without bothering to turn, swung her hand to the side to grab the rapier’s hilt in mid-attack. A lightning-fast palm to her hand later, and the rapier fell from Beatrix’s hand. Instinctively, she dove after it. She grabbed it and staggered to her feet, but before she could launch another attack. The Feehan, still locked in a battle with Sophic, slammed her foot into Beatrix’s forehead. She fell to the ground, and through groggy eyes saw the two, lightning-fast figures of the woman locked in a dance of parries, counter-attacks, and feints.
 
   Sophic skidded back. She brought her metaton up. A black substance shot out from it and landed on her opponent’s feet. The Alioth tried to escape, but the sticky material held her in place.
 
   Beatrix’s mouth had closed, but her mind was still reeling in shock. Tar? Oil? A combination of both? Whatever it was. She had never seen anyone use the dark energy that Sophic wielded. 
 
   Junia seemed less impressed. Looking quite bored, she flicked a green bead from her bracelet into the air. The bead morphed into a duo of translucent handguns. She pointed them at the tar, which dissolved when the bullets lodged into it. 
 
   The bead made its way back to the bracelet. A flick later and the Feehan was holding a blue shotgun. The luminous weapon shot rays of lapis lazuli.
 
   Sophic created a wall of black tar as a shield. She grunted as Junia’s extreme barrage forced her back a few steps. She dissolved the shield and threw herself to the side. She was still in mid roll when a wave of flames shot from her metaton.
 
   The sound of blaster fire stopped, followed by a loud screech. A single blue ball, the size of ten fists, emerged from the shotgun. It ripped through the air. Both attacks met in a loud cacophony of explosions. 
 
   This power is unreal, was the only thing that ran through Beatrix’s head as she was launched twenty feet through the air to the hard ground. Wize and the Krington girl landed beside her. Besides their loud breaths, they remained unharmed. Not for long! Beatrix stood and reached for her rapier. She brought it up high into the air. Then, with the thoughts of her father etched in her mind, she brought it down at the Krington girl’s neck.
 
   “For Palek!” she cried, invigorated by the promise of taking her first Alioth life.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The scent of dried meat had filled the small cave by the time Nandi’s soft taps landed on his shoulder. Xalen opened his eyes, rubbed his temple, and closed his eyes again.
 
   “Hey, get up,” called Nandi. She shook his shoulder, this time harder than the first.
 
   Xalen opened his eyes once more. It was still dark out. A cluster of dim stars adorned the distant skyline. Which meant it wasn’t even dawn yet. 
 
   “Why are you up so early?” asked Xalen. “I’m still sleepy.”
 
   Nandi did not seem particularly annoyed by Xalen’s less than upbeat morning attitude. She pointed at the food. “There’s dried meat and black Lohosh to wake you up.” She handed him a mug of the black liquid. “And to answer your question. We went to sleep really early last night. We need to make up for the lost time and get back to the others. So stop your complaining and get your butt up, Whiz Spark.”
 
   The corners of Xalen’s mouth turned up. She hadn’t called him that in a long time. He took the small blue mug, inhaling the scent of strong Lohosh. A sip later, his sleep was chased away by the warm liquid. 
 
   “Let’s go,” ordered Nandi once they had finished eating their small breakfast.
 
   They spent the rest of their trek in deep conversation, which made Xalen realize just how much he’d missed speaking to the young Mordered girl. But the lighthearted conversation came to an abrupt end as soon as they emerged one-hundred feet away from their camp.
 
   Xalen knew something was wrong when he noticed the thick tower of smoke rising from Sensei Wize’s tent. Half of it was charred, while the other side had collapsed into itself.
 
   A few feet away, Sensei Barteau was locked in a fight with an elderly woman. The old lady moved around Barteau’s shot with surprising agility.
 
   At any other time Xalen would have questioned Sensei Barteau’s presence. But his gaze had traveled beyond her now, to the sight of a young girl wearing a white blouse and skirt. She stood over Ifi with a long rapier in hand. 
 
   “She’s going to kill her!” cried Xalen. As he rushed towards the girls, he knew that there was no way he would be able to reach them in time. Ifi was going to die, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   “She’s going to kill her!” Nandi heard Xalen shout. He took off towards her. 
 
   Nandi felt a lump on her throat. Ifi and she weren’t exactly the best of friends, but she was still a companion. A fellow Alioth. 
 
   With that in mind, she raised her metaton. The blaster in it opened and shot out a line of yellow lightning. The girl’s swing was still in mid arc when she noticed the attack. She moved her rapier, blocking the lightning in a clumsy parry. When she recovered, her eyesight travelled to Xalen. Her gaze remained locked on him as she eyed him with great interest.
 
   Nandi shot another gust of energy at the girl. It wasn’t meant to kill, simply to buy Nandi enough time to reach her. It worked. The girl weaved between attacks, giving Nandi enough time to catch up to Xalen.
 
   Having parried the last of the lightning, the girl looked toward the dueling masters, and then at Xalen once more. Hunger filled her eyes. 
 
   “You’re mine!” she snarled as she dove toward Xalen.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Beatrix’s knees tensed at the sight of the silver-haired boy. She turned to Sophic. Her mentor was firing black energy at Junia. The Feehan, flipping in mid air, unleashed a volley of shots from her weapon. They were locked in a stalemate, which meant it was up to her to capture their target. 
 
   Determined, she turned back to the boy with the silver hair.
 
   “You’re mine,” she called out as she went after him.
 
   Before she could get to him, three jets of yellow lightning whizzed past her ear. She stopped mid sprint. She’d been so consumed with her target, that she had hardly paid the boy’s companion any mind. But now, she was becoming impossible to ignore.
 
   “Stand back, Xalen,” ordered the purple-skinned Mordered girl. “She’s mine.”
 
   Xalen raised a finger in protest. “But, Nandi—”
 
   Nandi cut him off with a raise of her hand. “But nothing. I’m a Mordered. I only duel on terms of one against one. It’s a matter of honor.”
 
   “Honor!” jeered Beatrix. She’d hears enough of the Mordered to know that they were a group of traitors who would betray their closest friend in the name of their kin’s greater good. “What would a Mordered know about honor?” She stepped forward and stared into Nandi’s eyes. “Dignity. Lineage. Heritage. Fealty. These are things you can never understand.”
 
   “That’s rich coming from a Black Sanction terrorist,” countered Nandi. 
 
   The girls exchanged looks of hatred. The time for words was over. The Mordered moved against the Palek, both determined to end the other.
 
   Beatrix blocked the first kick with ease. The second, however, came much harder than she’d expected. Her wrist ached, but she ignored it as she drew her breath, only releasing it as she moved up with an uppercut.
 
   Nandi hissed as she flung her head back. Another hiss later, and the Mordered was launching a barrage of punches and kicks.
 
   Beatrix grinned. Typical Mordered strategy. Overwhelm an opponent with a mass of fierce attacks. 
 
   That might have worked on a lesser foe. But Beatrix was a Palek. The calm, analytical style that her father had drilled into her would be enough to conquer this wild, unprecise method of fighting.
 
   She just had to wait. Wait. Wait.
 
   There!
 
   The Mordered had overcommitted, throwing a simultaneous metaton punch and a kick. 
 
   Beatrix caught the kick and pushed her leg up. Once Nandi had lost her balance, she tripped the second leg. Nandi fell, face up. 
 
   Nandi recovered quickly. She rolled across the ground, firing balls of lightning as she went. The air sizzled and cracked as Beatrix sidestepped one attack, only to have a second one ram her chest. Every hair on her body stood straight as the current coursed through her. She fell down to one knee, thankful the attack hadn’t been fully charged. 
 
   There was no time to recover. Nandi opened her next series of attacks with two ripples of her lightning energy. These ones were much thicker than the last set. Beatrix brought her sword up to deflect the blows. The cold steel of the blade wasn’t enough, so she channeled her own energy into it to hold. It was a Palek ability that she was certain the Mordered had no knowledge of.
 
   The slightly confused look on Nandi’s face confirmed her suspicions.
 
   Despite Beatrix’s success in stopping the attack, the sheer force of it knocked her back a few steps. She lost her balance. Nandi came toward her, ramming her elbow into her chest.
 
   Beatrix rolled through the hard dirt. She dug her hand down in mid roll and shot herself back upright. She was rewarded with a punch to the face that sent her back a few more paces. Ignoring the pain and blur taking over, she took a defensive stance, only to have a kick make it through. 
 
   As much as she hade it to admit it, Beatrix was forced to face the fact that she had underestimated her opponent. The Mordered’s attacks were wild, but they were coupled with a precision she had never seen before. It was a barrage of pinpointed attacks with little room left for counterattacks. 
 
   With her father, she had trained and sparred many times with her eyes closed. It was in these training sessions that she’d learn to harness the energy of the planet; merging it with her own energy. While it was certainly true that she didn’t have as strong a connection to this alien planet as she did to Palek, she could still feel the faint aura of life energy the planet emitted. It had an old, rustic feel, the total opposite of the natural, woodsy aura her home planet provided.
 
   Her eyes shut. She slowed her breath. Through the strange bucolic ambiance, she sensed a lightning whip swinging toward her. Her rapier shot up. She allowed the energy she had absorbed from the planet to spill into her weapon. Enforced, the sword was able to deflect the lightning back to its sender. 
 
   Nandi was clearly not expecting her own attack to come at her. Her eyes widened and she threw herself to the floor. To her credit, she quickly picked herself up. Beatrix was on her like a colossal storm of nature. She brought the side of an open palm to the Mordered’s neck.
 
   The purple-skinned girl gagged as she clutched her neck. Her eyes became glossy. 
 
   Beatrix followed her initial attack with a swing of her rapier. Nandi dodged, but in the process she moved directly where Beatrix had herded her. The hilt of the rapier rammed into her foe’s gut. Nandi crumpled to the ground. Beatrix brought her knee to Nandi’s face.
 
   But her opponent was much faster than the Palek had envisioned. Nandi brought her arms up in a cross, blocking the knee, then leaping to her feet. 
 
   Beatrix took a step back, as did Nandi. Both girls circled each other slowly. This Mordered was proving to be more trouble than she’d expected. And to make matters worse, she was wasting time. Her target , the silver-haired Alioth, was standing aside, fully energized. Even if she managed to defeat Nandi, would she have enough energy to take Xalen prisoner? 
 
   Of course! She pushed her doubts aside. She was a Palek, after all. The greatest clan of people in Cestia galaxy. Was she going to let a Bastion dog stand in her way?
 
   She brought her hands together, calling on the ancient ability of her people. She had already absorbed the energy of the planet, now it was time to take it a step further. The power condensed within her mind, then, in a sweep of her hand, she released the terrible ability on her unsuspecting foe.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   What is she up to, thought Nandi as Beatrix brought her hands together as one. A sweep of her right hand and Nandi felt a cold, sullen darkness overcome her.
 
   Suddenly it wasn’t dawn anymore. And she no longer stood in the open plains of an abandoned mining station. Everything had turned a shade darker. She was now nestled neatly, and horrifyingly, between a river bank and a patch of green pasture. She recognized the river immediately. It was the great Nuile. A rushing body of water that cut a path through her home planet. It was this mighty path of water that had allowed civilization to flourish in Atreyu. It was the great Nuile that had given Nandi a home. 
 
   There was something strange today, however. The usually pristine waters; waters good enough to drink were absent. As was the familiar sounds of the thunderous water rushing down, sweeping away anything that stood in its path. Instead, the water was a cloudy green, swarming with bile and what appeared to be the carcasses of countless animals. Besides the bubbles that plopped at its surface, the river remained unmoving.
 
   Nandi brought a hand to her nose in a futile attempt to suppress the appalling stench the river provided.
 
   Then everything happened at once. A blur emerged from the waters. It was covered in weeds, and its skin blistered throughout, but Nandi recognized the figure. Thoko. Though she looked much different than she ever did in life. Her lips were chapped. Parts of the skin from her hands were missing. Her soft, blue skin was now a unnatural mix of red and black.
 
   “S…sister,” mumbled Nandi. But as the words tripped on her lips, she steadied her breath. She had to. This was all an illusion. A trick of the mind. While she struggled with her inner demons, her foe was free to finish off her physical body. She could see why the Black Sanction girl had resorted to such a tactic. The Mordered were obsessed with physical prowess. They paid little to no attention to training their mind. Knowing this, her opponent had no doubt determined that she would be easy prey to a mind illusion.
 
   Not this Mordered, thought Nandi to herself. As she did, she thought back to Sensei’s Barteau’s insistance that Nandi practice mind control.
 
   “Why do I have to waste my time with useless mind exercises? I’m already the strongest warrior in the class, am I not?” Nandi had asked all those cycles ago. She was sitting cross-legged at the center of the training fields of Zizor. The sun bore down on her. Annoying birds chirped happy tunes overhead.
 
   “Y’ur the strongest p’sically, p’rhaps. But you leave a lot to be d’sired m’ntally.”
 
   “I’m never going to need to fight anyone with my mind. I don’t have enough focus to do any kind of attack. We both know that.”
 
   “P’rhaps y’ur correct. But you can still learn enough to d’fend y’urself if need be.”
 
   Nandi breathed heavily. “But why? Mind users are so rare. When am I ever going to meet one in battl—”
 
   “Enough!” thundered Sensei Barteau. “I will explain m’self no longer. Do as your sensei d’mands!”
 
   Nandi frowned, but remained seated. Had it been any other sensei, Nandi would have laughed in their face. She would have walked away, leaving their words hanging in their mouth. But this was Sensei Barteau. Nandi’s respect and dedication for her were immeasurable. Not to mention that she was certain the Feehan would have no quarrels with beating obedience out of her if need be.
 
   “Thank you, Sensei,” said Nandi as she focused her mind. She didn’t close her eyes, instead she kept them locked on the abomination that was the fake Thoko.
 
   Sensei Barteau’s words clung to her as she began panting harder. “The nat’ral reaction is to look away or close y’ur eyes. You musn’t do this. You must face the most t’rryfing aspect of the illusion. You must accept that y’ur p’wrless to stop it. It is only by not b’cking away from the face of fear that you will c’nquer the h’llucination.”
 
   Thoko moved even closer. Nandi remained in place. She no longer covered her nose, opting to accept the putrid stench that flowed from Thoko’s decaying skin. Her sister inched closer, moaning in pain as she neared.
 
   Despite her intentions, her mind begged her to look away, to run for safety, Nandi did not budge. Her gaze remained locked to Thoko’s bloodshot eyes. Those same eyes that were once so full of life. The eyes that cried tears of joy when they last parted. The eyes that kindled a little sister’s desire to follow in her older sister’s footsteps.
 
   Then, quite suddenly, it was over. She was no longer in Atreyu. She stood in Boilye once more. The Black Sanction girl was lunging toward her, rapier aimed at her heart.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Beatrix felt a wave of satisfaction wash over her as her opponent’s eyes became empty. Nandi stood, motionless, staring at nothing in particular.
 
   “Typical Mordered,” whispered Beatrix with satisfaction. In actuality, time passed unhindered. But locked in her illusion, Nandi’s time paced agonizingly slow. A second in real time meant an hour inside the illusion.
 
   Beatrix brought her rapier up, aiming it at the girl’s heart. Die, Alioth!
 
   Then something happened Beatrix had not expected.
 
   Nandi opened her eyes!
 
   Beatrix was caught in mid launch. With amazing speed, the Mordered brought her metaton to deflect the sword. There was a loud clank as steel met steel.
 
   Both girls now stood, teeth gritted, locked in a stalemate inches from each other. They breathed the same air.
 
   “Surprised, Black Sanction wench?” cried Nandi. There was hate in her eyes. 
 
   “You wish, Alioth dog!” lied Beatrix. 
 
   Once again both girls broke apart. They eyed each other with savage loathing.
 
   “Die!” they shouted in unison as they clashed once more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Amlaidh slipped to the side, hiding among the collection of rocks that rose before him. From there, he examined the the hectic scenery. A battle enused ahead. No, not a battle. Two duels.
 
   To the left, two young girls were caught in a bout. They moved against each other with parries, hits, counterattacks, kicks, and words at times. They were evenly matched, and Amlaidh knew it would take many hours before a victor would emerge.
 
   To the right, two older women were locked in a fight of their own. These ones seemed somewhat evenly matched as well. However, the human woman with the black metaton was breathing much heavier then her Feehan adversary. She looked like she might collapse under the barrage of energy shots the Feehan was unleashing from the giant blaster she carried over her shoulder. 
 
   Yet another duo of women, a human and a Krington, lay on the floor. They were both coughing between breaths. Besides the grime and dirt etched to their faces and clothing, they appeared relatively unharmed.
 
   And there, at the center of everything, looking positively useless, stood the human with the silver hair. 
 
   Amlaidh couldn’t believe his good fortune. This was his chance. His opportunity at long last. While the women were busy fighting each other, he could fire a shot at his target that would daze him, and then simply slip into the chaos and carry him away. It was beyond perfect.
 
   The Zander tried to remain calm as he pointed the metaton at his unsuspecting target. He had no intention of killing him, so Amlaidh made sure it was a low charge. The bullet of plasma shot out from his metaton in slow motion. The purple wave of energy cut through the air, carrying with it all the hopes and dreams Amlaidh had stored since he was but an abandoned child. In that split second it took the shot to hit his target, he saw it all flash in his eyes. He saw his mother beg the land owner to buy them both, to not tear them apart. He saw the black-toothed land owner drag her away as she sobbed for her child. He relived all those whippings he got as he worked the fields of Hanto. He saw his escape all those cycles ago, an escape that led him to live as an orphan. Loved by none. Cared by none. Wanted by none.
 
   It was finally going to be over. Now, as the energy blast hit the Alioth squarely on the back and he crumpled to the ground, he was finally going to be wanted by someone. And not just anyone. His father. The mighty Yashvir.
 
   Amlaidh emerged from where he had been squatting. With all his might, he ran. Sprinted toward the boy who promised him freedom.
 
   Then he felt it. A cold unnatural chill under his feet. 
 
   No! No! Not now! Not now that I’m so close! I’m the one who has to get him!
 
   He tumbled down as the ground below cracked into a thousand fragments. A moment later a green hook emerged. A second later it was followed by a long snout and two green eyes. The snake-like Dearg’s entire body then slipped out. Its fanged snout dripped with thick saliva.
 
   Amlaidh gritted his teeth and rushed once more toward his target, determined to not allow a Dearg to take his prize.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   A sudden pain assaulted Xalen’s back. He fell to one knee. When he regained his senses, the entire scenery before him had changed. The women were no longer dueling, instead they all now had their sights locked in on a Dearg that had crashed through the ground. 
 
   Xalen was so shocked by the turn in events, that he didn’t even have time to question what a Dearg was doing in a planet that was supposed to be free of the abominations.
 
   The snake dropped its head and slithered toward Xalen. 
 
   “Oh no, you don’t,” cried the young Black Sanction girl. “He’s mine.” With rapier in hand, she stood in front of the Dearg. The snake brought its head down and smashed her on the chest. The girl took to the air.
 
   “Don’t rush, Beatrix!” cried the older woman. She fired a shot from her metaton. It took the form of a black web, catching the girl in mid flight. The web dissolved. Beatrix fell safely to the ground.
 
   The snake came over Xalen. He flipped to the side, ramming his sword toward the Dearg’s throat. It made contact, but the snake drew its head back before its flesh could be pierced. 
 
   The Dearg released a bone-chilling shriek as Ifi jumped on its back and rammed a dagger into the top of its head. A geyser of green liquid burst from the cut. Ifi hopped off and rolled safely to the ground before the Dearg could retaliate. 
 
   Xalen gagged as the now familiar scent of rotten flesh assaulted his senses. 
 
   “It’s not going down!” cried Ifi. A trail of blood ran down the side of her lip. 
 
   Angered, the Dearg recoiled its body into itself. It was now curled into a tower of muscle and skin. Hissing, it drew its head back. With a loud yelp it spit a line of green ooze at Ifi.
 
   Without thinking, Xalen threw himself directly in front of his Krington friend. The liquid fell over his body. Suddenly it was impossible to breathe. Every inch of his skin burned. He clutched at his face, attempting to get rid of the ooze.
 
   This is it. This is how I die!
 
   But death did not come. Instead the muck that should have killed him traveled through his body, condensing in the pit where his heart should be. Xalen looked down, feeling light-headed and tense. Even through his shirt, the bright green aura that his chest emitted was clear.
 
   With the exception of Sensei Barteau, everyone stood wide eyed.
 
   “How in the cosmos?” asked Beatrix.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” mumbled Nandi.
 
   All of a sudden, the Dearg turned around and slithered away from him, directly into the massive desert.
 
   Xalen looked on in confusion. Where was it going?
 
   “It’s head’d to the village,” shouted Sensei Barteau, providing an answer. “I must stop it!”
 
   And then she was gone, chasing after the Dearg that was moving at an impressive speed.
 
   “You’re mine now!” came a loud growl.
 
   Xalen turned. A red-skinned Zander was moving toward him. The stranger pointed his metaton at Xalen.
 
   Xalen lashed forward with a series of kicks. Simultaneously, he brought his sword in a horizontal arc. 
 
   The Zander countered with a shot of plasma. It moved in a forward trajectory.
 
   Xalen moved to his left.
 
   The stranger swiveled his arm and the purple energy weaved toward the Alioth. 
 
   He can guide his energy, realized Xalen, an uneasy feeling settling on his chest. He made an attempt to duck under the attack, but it proved futile. For Nandi had now moved against the Zander. They stood face to face, firing at each other. The heat in the air became red, intensifying as the purple mass of energy and the thick wave of lightning crashed against each other.
 
   “Who are you?” demanded Nandi through gritted teeth.
 
   “Amlaidh,” grunted the stranger. “The one true heir of the galaxy!”
 
   Swoosh.
 
   The rapier came above Xalen. He just reacted fast enough to meet the attack with his sword.
 
   Again Beatrix came at him. Again Xalen parried the attack. 
 
   He narrowed his eyes, focusing on the girl’s next move. She was faster, of that there was no doubt. But he was stronger. It was something he was going to need to exploit to bring her down.
 
   The next time she swung her rapier, Xalen was ready. He feigned a block, but at the last second parried the attack, allowing the girl to stagger toward him. He drove his elbow into the Beatrix’s chest. She lost her footing, but somehow did not go down.
 
   That’s it! Xalen moved towards her, not allowing her to recover. He needed to keep this up, bullying her with his superior size and power.
 
   He arched his sword to the ground, then ran it up toward the girl’s face. She moved the rapier directly in front to intercept.
 
   Got you!
 
   Except he didn’t get anyone. The girl had learned. Fast. She spun her sword at the last second so that the sharp end was now backwards. Xalen completely missed, leaving him open. Beatrix drove the handle of the rapier into his gut. 
 
   Only a tightening of his stomach muscles saved Xalen from losing the air from his stomach.
 
   There was a loud growl from behind Xalen. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I got her, friend!” 
 
   Xalen had to rub his eyes and look twice to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. Ifi was running across the ground on all fours, a cloud of dust rising in her wake. She jumped in the air, flipping through it with ease. Her legs drove into Beatrix stomach. Using the Black Sanction girl as leverage, Ifi back flipped to the ground. Her teeth remained bare as she stayed on all fours.
 
   “Leave my friend alone!” called Ifi. Her tail was erected in a stiff line.
 
   Before Beatrix could respond, a large ship emerged from the darkness. It plummeted down toward the battlefield. 
 
   The older Black Sanction woman pressed at a number of buttons on the panel she wore around her wrist. The vessel stopped directly above her. A hatch above opened, and a ray of light shot down. 
 
   “Let’s go, Beatrix,” ordered the woman.
 
   “But … but he’s right here,” Beatrix shot back. 
 
   “It matters not,” yelled the woman. “I’ve expended too much energy. We must retreat to fight another day.”
 
   Beatrix dropped her head in resignation. “This isn’t over yet, Alioths!”
 
   She ran into the light, and like her master, she disappeared into it. A moment later, with a thunderous roar of the engine, the ship had lifted into the air, disappearing into a flicker of light in the pale sky.
 
   When Xalen finally unglued his gaze from the ship, the scenery had gone eerily silent. Ifi was holding up Sensei Wize. Nandi breathed heavily as she looked up at the sky above. The Zander was nowhere to be seen.
 
   What am I? wondered Xalen as he gazed down at the green light on his chest. He had fooled himself, thinking that he could be regular, that perhaps he could live a normal life. But now, seeing what he had caused. Seeing how he’d been hunted down like animal made him see the truth. 
 
   It was always at the back of his mind, but now it emerged to the front of his thoughts. He carried it like a heavy sheet enveloping him. He now knew that he would never belong.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Amlaidh felt like a ten ton weight was crushing his chest as he accepted the incoming hail. He sat on the bridge of the Egmont.
 
   He pressed the button and the image of Yashvir took form. The frown wasn’t real. Amlaidh knew the scowl was just a projection of light. Nonetheless he could feel the cold scrutiny that bore down at him.
 
   “You’ve floundered once more,” uttered Yashvir, his voice was edged with iron. “Even with the aid of the Dearg I provided, you failed utterly.”
 
   “My apologies, Father,” said Amlaidh. There was a part of him that yearned to put some blame on him, to tell him that had not been for the Dearg’s interference, the boy would be in his possession at this very moment. But despite his contemplation, he checked his tongue.
 
   “I grow tired of your apologies.”
 
   “I will not fail you again. I’m your son.”
 
   “You’re no son of mine!” Yashvir’s words were followed by a series of coughs. When he was done, he said, “I will find someone who can complete the task that is obviously too daunting for you.”
 
   “That won’t be—” 
 
   But the image was gone. Taking with it the approval he had so long craved.
 
   “Arghhh!” Amlaidh fell to the cold steel floor, slamming his fist into it. There was a crack, followed by a stab of pain, and then by a pool of blood. He didn’t care. He continued to beat at the ground, hoping the pain would ease the hollow feeling on his chest.
 
   It didn’t.
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Beatrix sat on the ship’s bridge, looking out the window at the alien stars. Unlike the star patterns back on Palek, everyone here was strange to her. They didn’t make sense. As she watched them, homesickness overcame her.
 
   “This entire mission was a waste,” she said to no one in particular.
 
   “On the contrary,” countered Sophic. “We learned a great deal. The presence of a Dearg makes it clear that they were being controlled. Didn’t you notice that it was going after the boy a well?”
 
   “No. Not really,” said Beatrix. She had been so invested in her own thoughts that she had almost forgotten that Sophic was with her.
 
   “Oh, yes,” said Sophic. She sat, tending to a cut that ran down the length of her right arm. “We will report this to Gavin. Perhaps he will be able to make some sense of it all.”
 
   Sophic continued talking, but Beatrix was no longer listening. Her thoughts dwelled on Palek. When she had left her family, she had made it clear that she was going to make the Alioths pay for stealing her home. But on her first mission she had failed miserably.
 
   Nonetheless, as the ship entered the Outer Ring, Beatrix felt a newfound sense of determination. She was a Palek; a mighty descendant of the plain warriors. This small hiccup in her plans was but a stepping stone on her path to reclaiming her home planet for her people. 
 
   And now, the once-faceless entity that was the Alioths had a tangible form. The silver-haired boy and Nandi. Those two Alioths had hindered her plans today, making them the two who would be the first ones to die in her quest for justice.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Grand Sensei Kayos’s office felt much colder than the last time Xalen found himself in it.
 
   Kayos sat on her seat, looking back at Nandi and Xalen.
 
   “Fortunately Reave was able to intercept the Black Sanction’s encoded message and warn Sensei Barteau of the Sanction’s plan,” said Kayos in her slow, frail voice. “Which was fortunate. I doubt any of you could have dealt with the dual threat that the presence of a Dearg and Sloe Grimm presented.”
 
   “What was a Dearg doing there?” asked Nandi. “The planet was supposed to be devoid of them.”
 
   “We thought so, too,” said Kayos. “Reave has a theory that the Black Sanction has control of the Deargs. The fact that the Dearg that attacked you on Boilye, yet didn’t go after any of the Black Sanction members adds credibility to his claim.”
 
   “Is that what you’ll be reporting to the Bastion, ma’am?” asked Xalen.
 
   Kayos looked up at him with old, tired eyes. “No. There is no need to bother the Bastion with baseless assumptions. Besides, Sensei Barteau was able to kill the Dearg. There was no harm done.”
 
   No harm done? thought Xalen. A Dearg had come after him and attacked a group of Alioths. Why would Kayos not report such an incident?
 
   “One more thing,” said Kayos. “In their reports, both Sensei Barteau and Sensei Wize mentioned that you seemed to absorb the toxic liquid the Dearg emitted. Do you have any idea how you accomplished such a feat?”
 
   “N...no, ma’am,” said Xalen truthfully. “One second I felt as if I was burning alive, the other I felt energized by the poison. It was almost as if it had given me its life source, making me stronger that I previously was.”
 
   Kayos examined him gravely. Then her usual smile formed on her lips. “That is all then,” she said abruptly. “You’re both free to go.”
 
   Nandi and Xalen bowed slightly to the woman and scurried out of her office.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The weather was absolutely atrocious. A frosty, harsh wind beat at the trees, swaying them to the side, forcing their leaves to the ground. Lightning fell from the skies, repeatedly creating a spectacle of power through the dark skyline. 
 
   Xalen remained undeterred by the rigid winter. If anything, he rather liked it. This was the perfect weather to remain indoors, sitting by the window with a warm mug of steamed milk. 
 
   “Nandi!” called Xalen. The Mordered had rushed out of the office and was now moving urgently toward her room. “Ifi is holding some kind of gathering at the cafeteria. Want to come?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Nandi. Despite the harsh winds, her skin remained silky smooth, devoid of any goosebumps. “I need to go to my room and train. I couldn’t defeat that Black Sanction girl. Obviously, there is still a lot of room left for me to improve.”
 
   “C’mon,” insisted Xalen. “That girl was freakishly skilled and you held your own. Besides, Ifi asked for you to come.”
 
   “She asked for me?” Nandi could not camouflage the shock in her tone.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Me? Are you certain?”
 
   “Yes. She wants you there.”
 
   A smile formed on her lips. “Errr … okay. I have to do something in my room really fast. But I’ll be there in a little while.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll see you there.”
 
   Nandi seemed to be struggling between a smile and a frown, before either could win out, she turned and darted away.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   Nandi took all usual precautions. She closed the window. Made sure the door to her room was locked. Lowered her voice and steadied her breath. 
 
   “I’m here,” she said, speaking to the voice that emitted through her datapad.
 
   “How is your progress coming along?” asked the voice at the other end. The voice was rough, and she recognized it immediately as that of Njabulo, the leader of the Legendary Ten. “Have you gained the trust of the Alioths?”
 
   “Well, sir. The Alioths suspect nothing. They still don’t trust me fully, but many of them have come to accept me, somewhat.”
 
   “Somewhat?”
 
   “It is difficult, sir. Many of the Alioths are wary of Mordereds. They believe us to be a group of traitors, and honestly, I can see why they do. I mean. Isn’t that what I’m doing now?”
 
   “Is that doubt I hear in your voice?”
 
   “N…no. It’s simply that I came into Alioth believing that they were all the same, but…” She thought of Sensei Barteau and Xalen. Strangely, the annoying face of Ifi flashed in her head. “The truth is that some of them aren’t that bad. They’re kind, even.”
 
   “Kind? Have you forgotten who it was that led Thoko to her death?”
 
   “Of course not. I will never forget.”
 
   “Keep in mind who it is that you serve. You belong to the Mordered kin, not the Alioths.”
 
   “I will never forget. I’m a Mordered, like my sister before me.”
 
   “Good. Continue to gain their confidence.” Then the voice was gone, replaced by a low hum of static.
 
   Nandi thought back to Xalen’s invitation. She walked out of her room and headed toward the dining hall. 
 
   “This is part of gaining their confidence, just like the training with Xalen.” As she whispered the thought to herself, a small voice in her head told her that they were empty words. Her subconscious told her that she liked the Alioths and wanted to be part of their group. That she wanted to be close to them and share in those moments of carefree conversation.
 
   “Just part of the mission,” repeated Nandi, drowning her treasonous thoughts.
 
    
 
   ΩΩΩ
 
    
 
   The dining room looked much different than usual. The long tables had been pushed against the wall. Hundreds of balloons bounced on the ceiling above. There were a number of colorful banners stretching from one end of the hall to the other.
 
   “Welcome, friend,” said Ifi. She ran to the table at the end and poured a mug of milk. She ran back at him, spilling most of it on the floor.
 
   “Thanks,” said Xalen, taking the nearly empty mug. “Where is everyone?”
 
   She shrugged, throwing her neck back. “I guess we’re the only ones coming. Can’t really blame them. No one knows me here.”
 
   “Don’t you feel bad that no one showed up?”
 
   She smiled innocently. “You’re someone.”
 
   “Errr …yes, I suppose you’re right,” said Xalen, opting to forgo any more conversation about the empty dining room. “So … what is there to eat?”
 
   Ifi grinned from ear to ear. “I’m glad you asked. I made my famous creamed tart. It’s a delicacy from my home planet.” She took him by the hand and pulled him toward the table on the left end of the room. “See?” she said pointing at a brown and white mush that looked as tantalizing as Veridian slugs. 
 
   Xalen tried his best to not gag. “It looks … um, interesting.”
 
   “Oh. It’s more than simply interesting. It’s indubitably splendid.”
 
   Thrilled, she served him a spoonful. The gunk made a loud ‘plop’ sound as it settled on the plate. She handed it over. 
 
   “Try it. You’ll like it. I promise you there is no one more jammy than you.”
 
   “Jammy?” Xalen gave a nervous laugh. “What is that?”
 
   “It means you’re lucky.”
 
   Xalen brought a spoonful to his mouth. Surprisingly, it didn’t smell half bad. It had a sweet cinnamon aroma with a tint of Yingue.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re scared, Whiz Spark. I would think after battling Deargs and the Black Sanction, a dessert would be easy pickings.”
 
   Xalen turned to the sight of Nandi. Despite her smile, she seemed troubled by something. 
 
   “Oh. This is no problem.” Xalen took a breath and stuffed a spoonful of creamed tart into his mouth. The slimy delicacy stuck to his tongue. After a few licks it struggled down his throat. He found that he rather liked it, and took another spoonful.
 
   Ifi served Nandi a plate and pulled up to chairs for Nandi to sit. “I will now entertain you.”
 
   “That really won’t be necessary,” said Xalen. “Let’s just talk.”
 
   “No. No!” said Ifi eagerly. “You’re my guests, and I’m the host. I must entertain you.”
 
   Nandi motioned for Xalen to sit, which he did.
 
   “Her people get like this,” said Nandi. She gave him a look somewhere between a mischievous grin and a defeated shrug. “They feel like it’s their responsibility to make sure their friends are taken care of at all times. Of course, you already found out a little about that back at Boilye.” She gave him a wink, which only made Xalen’s face flush with heat.
 
   “Let’s just watch Ifi,” said Xalen sharply.
 
   He settled down and kept his eyes glued on the Krington girl, who was relaying a story about the animals she saw during a trip she’d taken. He’d be lying if he said that he didn’t feel hollow inside at times. That he didn’t feel alone and utterly unwanted. He was a freak, after all; an anomaly that many in the universe wanted to get their clutches on. However, right now, as he gazed at the two girls, he felt a sereneness wash over him. The Deargs, the red-skinned Zander, and the Black Sanction might all be after him, hunting him as if he were some sort of prize. But at this moment he forgot all that, opting to let those problems be a dilemma for another day. 
 
   He took another sip of his milk and chuckled a bit as Ifi continued with her over-the-top impersonation of a Toles chimp. 
 
   “Those twats circle like this,” she said, struggling to hop on one foot. “The great Sensei Wize and I saw them on our trip to Tenka.”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Xalen noticed that Nandi was having a hard time stifling her laughter. A tear of joy escaped her eye, but she quickly wiped it away.
 
   Ifi fell on the floor with a loud whimper.
 
   They all broke out into a string of laughter.
 
   Many problems and tribulations no doubt awaited the trio of Alioths, but today, they were simply three teenagers lost in each other’s companionship.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   A ruffle in the air. A scent of decay in the winds. A morbid aura emanating from the end of the cave. 
 
   It is in this ambiance that the bounty huntress felt more at ease.
 
   She had been summoned here by her newest client. A being that simply referred to himself as Mr. Black. Usually she her reputation was such that her clients came to her, but the advance in credits deposited into her account had been too great to ignore.
 
   Of course, there was always the chance that this was just a trap, a ploy to lure her to a remote planet. She had made many enemies throughout the cycles, it was a hazard that came with the profession. But she feared not. If it was an ambush, it wouldn’t be the first one she’d experienced, and she was certain it wouldn’t be the last. Like the ones before it, she would deal with it quickly and efficiently. 
 
   She caressed the colored jewels that adorned the necklace around her neck. Those little beauties would never let her down. With them, she could conceive any sword in the known galaxies. It was a lost art of energy metamorphosis only known to five others in the galaxy. And it was her absolute mastery of this ability that made her the best.
 
   “They say you’re the best,” came a slow, grim voice from the tube in front of her. It was a misty black, making impossible to see inside. “That no one ever escapes your grasp.”
 
   “That is correct,” was the bounty huntress’s only response.
 
   “Good. I have an Alioth that must be brought to me.”
 
   The bounty huntress licked her eager lips. “Alioths. My favorite targets.”
 
   “The one you seek is known as Xalen Blangi. He resides at Zizor.”
 
   The bounty huntress turned around and walked out of the cave. “Say no more. This Xalen is as good as yours.”
 
    
 
   End of Book One
 
    
 
    
 
   Book 2 of Star Rising Series coming soon.
 
   Author will announce date on e-mail newsletter
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