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      “Lady, I don’t know who you are, how you know my name, or why there’re horns growing out of your head,” Frank said, pushing past the fatigue that reached every inch of his body. His ears were still ringing from the concussion blast. “But I’ve just had one heck of a road trip. You do not want to push me right now.”

      The green-scaled alien touched down on the stark cement in front of Frank. Her one good eye looked him over like an apex predator examining its prey. Her dark hair gathered between her horns like a Mohawk before falling behind her head in a thick braid. She wore dark leather vest and pants over her physique, sculpted from endless hours of training.

      “You don’t look like much for an Arilion Knight,” she said through snarled lips; her disapproval clear on her face.

      “Yeah, well, it’s not the size of the dog in the fight; it’s the size of the fight in the dog.” Frank stood up, preparing himself for yet another fight. Even when he stood, he was still a good six inches shorter than the lizard-scaled woman. At least he figured she was a woman by the curve of her hips, waist, and modest bosom. “Well, we going to do this or what?”

      “You’re coming with me.” The woman formed a purple shield in her left hand and a set of manacles in the other using her Will. “You have a duty to perform.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Frank could see the other Marines in the room struggling to their feet from heaps and prone positions scattered in the expansive room carved into the dam and canyon. In moments, they would be ready to help.

      “I’m not going anywhere except to bed and then maybe to Starbucks.” Frank willed a gauss rifle construct into his hands. He narrowed down the sights at the advancing alien.

      “Insolent fool!” The woman charged forward from the gateway. “You will come with me whether you like it or not.”

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Frank opened up with a series of blackish violet rounds that streaked from his rifle toward the approaching alien.

      She lifted her shield, blocking the incoming rounds. A sharp “pinging” sound came every time a round struck her shield. She was on top of Frank so fast he didn’t have time to transition to another weapon before she hammered into him with her shield.

      Whether it was his lack of sleep, the exhaustion, or she was actually that fast, Frank wasn’t sure. All he knew was that he was being bullied backward by the woman. Her crest shield pressed against his chest. His boots lost traction on the sleek floor beneath him. He was forced to give ground.

      With her free clawed hand, the alien latched Frank’s left arm with one of the manacles. The cold purple construct clamped on to his wrist so hard, Frank thought he was going to lose blood flow to the appendage.

      Frank constructed the first thing to come to mind at that moment. A laser sword appeared in his right hand. A moment later, he severed the chain holding him prisoner. He created separation by pushing her back, driving his shoulder into her, then placed a boot in the woman’s shield smack in the middle of the winged inlay, forcing her even further back. He traded out his sword for a pair of thin boxing gloves.

      “Stubborn, but as an Arilion Knight, I should have guessed as much.” The alien woman allowed her shield to evaporate, also placing purple gloves on her fists. “I approve of your weapons of choice.”

      “Frank.” Colonel Breaker’s voice interrupted the battle taking place in the underground chamber. “Give us a clear shot.”

      Frank looked over to where the other Marines had gathered themselves, taking up firing positions on the alien. He also knew how powerful this distant visitor was. She could create a force field around her, allowing her to wreak havoc on the Marines while rendering their own weapons useless. Their best chance right now was Frank.

      “I’ve got this,” Frank said, bounce-stepping and rolling his head on his shoulder, trying to shake off some of the tension. He extended a hand and beckoned for the alien to approach by waving his fingers forward. “Come on, bring it.”

      “You humans are so cocky,” the reptilian woman said, squaring her shoulders, looking down to him, and stomping forward. “If we were not on the same side, I would have already killed you.”

      “We’re on the same side?” Frank asked, confused.

      There was no reply from the alien warrior as she advanced. What ensued next was a series of strikes Frank and the woman traded that had less to do with technique and more to do with power. Frank gave as good as he was given. A blow to his ribs doubled him over, while a strike across his jaw split his lip.

      The combatants traded a torrent of blows with one another in a flurry of purple-blurred wallops. A swing to a gut was answered by a jab to the ribs. Dodge. Slam. Dig. Belt. Frank was certain he broke something inside the alien’s nose when lime-green blood oozed from the slits that were her nostrils. He hammered her with a kidney punch that would have felled an ox. She remained on her feet.

      A few moments later, both gladiators stood heaving, examining each other for their next opening. They were like two heavyweight boxers in the ninth round of the match.

      “You’re a blunt instrument,” the alien woman said, spitting blood. “But you can be trained.”

      “We really need to define our relationship here,” Frank said, wincing as he drew in breath through heaving lungs. “Are we enemies or is this some kind of weird hazing ritual?”

      Instead of answering, she feigned with a punch before tackling Frank and driving him to the ground. Pain exploded in Frank’s chest as he was slammed to the cold ground.

      He didn’t even attempt to halt the momentum the alien had initiated; Frank went with it as he crashed into the ground and rolled to the left. Leveraging the inertia, he straddled the alien woman, grabbing on to her left arm and wrapping her chest with his legs, nailing her down with an arm bar. His whole body wrapped around her single limb. He forced her elbow and shoulder to their breaking point.

      “Enough,” the alien ordered.

      Upon her voice command, Frank let go of her appendage without thinking twice. He stood from the ground, wiping at a line of blood that fell down the right corner of his lip.

      “My name is Sava Sargard. I am an Arilion Knight and I have come here to take you back to my planet and train you in the way of our order,” Sava said, speaking to everyone but looking only to Frank. “Time is short; the enemy is at our doorstep.”

      “You could have started with all of this,” Frank said, shaking his head and already feeling a wave of new bruises forming over his tired torso. Deep within, he knew she was telling the truth. Whether it was his own intuition or the Will he now was able to channel, he wasn’t sure. “You didn’t have to take the nuclear option here. We could have talked about this.”

      “Talking rarely gets results. Politicians talk. We are warriors; we act.” Sava lowered her hands. She looked over to the group of Marines that trained their rifles on her and Heron, who looked like he was going to burst with questions. “Lower your weapons, soldiers of Earth. It is not me who you need fear.”

      When the Marines kept their gauss rifles and M4A16s pointed at Sava, she turned to Frank for guidance.

      “Hey, don’t look at me,” Frank waved off her stare. “I don’t give the orders around here.”

      “Hold your fire,” General Fox said as ranks of Marines made way for him to pass through. His steps steady, he strode toward the Knights, not missing a beat. If he was worried about the situation they found themselves in now, he didn’t show it. The weathered Marine stared down Sava with no hint of being intimidated. “I need to know who you are and your intentions. Until then, we look at you down the barrel of our weapons.”

      “As I stated, my name is Sava Sargard. I come from a planet called Brytanna, where we have taken the brunt of the Chaos Lord’s blows for too long while you humans and the rest of the universe remain safe in your beds.” Sava bristled, narrowing her eyes. “When I discovered there was another Arilion Knight, I made all haste to come and recruit him. As Arilions, we carry a burden to fight the darkness.”

      “I need to know you’re not going to try anything with those purple weapons of yours. You’re lucky none of my Marines were injured during your little performance when you arrived.” General Fox looked up at Sava. Her green and towering frame did nothing to impact the seasoned soldier. Frank got the sense that General Fox had faced the mercenary of death on more than one occasion and stared him down and won. “If you are an ally, then act like one.”

      Sava’s upper lip rose in a sneer, but she managed to beat back her anger. She cleared her throat a moment later. “I apologize. If I seem blunt, it would be because there is no time to banter or debate. I needed to know Frank was an Arilion Knight and now I need to take him back to my planet to fight. We may have a chance now that two Arilion Knights have been called.”

      Colonel Breaker appeared at the general’s side and whispered something into his ear. The general nodded without saying anything. Instead, he turned back to Sava.

      “It appears we all need to get on the same page here,” the general said, turning to Frank. “You have it in you for a briefing? You look dead on your feet.”

      “If you have some kind of caffeine stimulant, I can make it,” Frank said, blinking to try and keep his eyes open. “I want to know what this crocodile is talking about too.”

      Sava raised her eyebrow at Frank at the mention of her, but it was clear she didn’t understand the term. “If that was an insult, Frank, Arilion Knight or not, you will be paid for your jab in pain.”

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Frank said, looking to the general for orders. “Where do you want us?”
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      A strange group made up of Marine SpaceCorps One, Heron, Sava, and General Fox all made their way through the Den. The sound of their collected steps echoed in the hall with swift, long movements mixed with tired or short scampering. General Fox took the lead with Colonel Breaker speaking quickly into his ear.

      Major Lopez walked with her gauss-powered Punisher GS2000 in her hands behind Sava along with Elly and Raj. Frank strode alongside the major, ready to jump into action if Sava was going to make a play to turn traitor. He knew she wouldn’t. They shared an unseen link that soothed his worries, gave him reassurance.

      Sava took long strides with Heron by her side. He double-timed his steps to keep up with her, his feet nearly catching in the long fabric of his robe. The Neeve historian spat out questions as fast as he could get answers. Frank listened in.

      “You said you were from Brytanna?” Heron asked. He looked like a child compared to Sava’s muscular six and a half foot frame. “You’re a Draconian, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” Sava said without even looking at Heron. “How did you know that?”

      “It’s my job to know,” Heron said, skipping along the cement floor. “When were you chosen as an Arilion Knight?”

      “I don’t wish to repeat myself, Neeve,” Sava said as the group reached a set of steel doors. “I’ll tell everyone once.”

      General Fox placed his hand on a scanner alongside the door. A light hiss sounded as the metal doors slid open. The group entered a room with recessed lights fitted into the ceiling that turned on as soon as they sensed motion.

      An oval mahogany table sat in the middle of the sparsely decorated room. A closed media cabinet sat on the left while a map of the known universe hung on the right.

      Frank noticed both the general and the colonel kept their hands close to the sidearms resting on their waists. It was clear they were willing to give Sava a chance but not much more than that.

      General Fox motioned them to sit.

      Frank took a spot between Sava and a wide-eyed Elly. If something were to go down, he wanted to be close to their alien visitor. His weapons were the only ones that would do any good in a fight with her.

      “I have more questions than I can count.” General Fox leaned forward in his chair. “Even with Colonel Breaker getting me up to speed. Sava, I can see you’re in a hurry to get back to your world but we’re new to all of this intergalactic travel. I want you to tell me from the beginning who you are and what you need from us.”

      Sava licked the green blood that was beginning to dry on her upper lip. The wounds she suffered from Frank in their fight didn’t seem to faze her in the slightest.

      “Brytanna, the planet I come from, is on the edge of the known universe. For the last two years, we’ve heard whispers in the night, murmurs of an evil growing in the dark. My people have listened and prepared. Still, we are no match for him alone.” Sava stared down at the table and her shoulders slackened for a moment, for the first time exuding anything save strength. She looked tired, beaten but not broken. “Then, months ago, he came. The Lord of Chaos who was defeated all those years past, it seems he was never killed. He has been growing in strength in the darkness. Now he’s making his move.”

      “You were attacked?” Major Lopez pressed for more information. “I mean, your planet was attacked, wasn’t it?”

      “Attacked is a polite way of putting it. The Lord of Chaos and his legions are ravaging us. Our numbers are only a fraction of what they once were.” Sava looked up, turning her head to match her yellow eyes with each person sitting at the table. She stopped at Frank. “But as long as a Draconian draws breath, he will never defeat us. We stand despite our thinning numbers and we fight.”

      “If I may?” Heron spoke up, pointing to Sava’s vambraces. “When did you discover you were an Arilion Knight?”

      “Five years almost to the day,” Sava answered as if she were expecting the question. “I’ve trained religiously, knowing I was chosen for a reason and that reason would soon be revealed. When the Lord of Chaos made his move, I was ready, but… but there are hundreds of thousands of Chaos soldiers, not to mention the power armor they bring and his own personal Blood Guard. I fight day and night, though it is not enough. It is never enough.”

      Sava wasn’t looking anyone in the eye now. The muscles under her jawline twinged and jumped with pressure. Frank understood how she must feel, to be powerful but not powerful enough. To be the only one able to wield the power yielded from the vambraces, to fight day after day without end, must have been a lonely burden, and must have wreaked havoc on her chi.

      “When the vambraces chose Frank, I knew there was another,” Sava continued her story. “Something I can’t explain called to me. It directed me here through our own sphere.”

      “How is it that you speak English?” Elly blurted out like she couldn’t hold in the question any longer. “I know I can understand because of our module, but the general and… I mean, seriously, is no one else thinking that here?”

      “The thought passed my mind,” Raj said from his seat, nodding along slowly.

      “We have our own internal implants that allow us to hear and speak different languages,” Sava growled as if the question annoyed her. “Now I’ve given you all of your answers. We need to return to Brytanna. The planet is our first best hope of stopping the Chaos Lord’s march on the universe. With another Arilion Knight entering the fight, we can turn the tide of battle.”

      Sava closed her mouth with a click of sharp teeth. Her yellow eyes turned to General Fox.

      Everyone in the room followed her gaze. The general leaned back in his chair. He had a stern look of his own on his face. He was lost deep in thought. The pointer finger from his right hand tapped a steady beat on the table.

      “If everything you’re saying is true, then yes, we’ll help you.” General Fox looked over to Heron. “Heron, I understand we have yet to formally meet but Colonel Breaker tells me you’re a historian of the universe.”

      “Yes, that’s right,” the old Neeve said, sitting up straighter in his seat. “I can confirm Sava’s story as far as Brytanna. The planet is indeed found at the edge of the universe. They are a warrior species known for being forthcoming; there is no room for lies or manipulations in the time of battle. Centuries before, the Lord of Chaos emerged with his Legion, reaching toward the rim of the known universe to pick off peoples and grow his following. Where he is from is not known for certain. Some say he was born from hell itself, some say he’s the offspring of two races gone wrong, others think he’s a power-hungry middle child. During the first Chaos War, it was a Draconian who established the Arilion Knights and led the charge into battle.”

      “Saber Sargard,” Sava said, nodding toward Heron, appreciating the acknowledgment. “I am his descendent and I will lead as he did to whatever end.”

      As much as Frank wanted to stay awake, after a night out spying with Princess Vega, a full day of training, and then fighting through the night once more, the pull for sleep was too strong.

      He felt his eyes close and his chin tilt forward. He wasn’t sure how long he was out. It had to be a matter of seconds.

      “Frank,” Colonel Breaker called just below a shout. By the way he said Frank’s name, it was clear this was not the first time he had called him. “Frank, wake up.”

      “I can still win the spelling bee, advantageous.” Frank jerked his head up, blinking at everyone. “Oh, it wasn’t a dream after all.”

      “As you can see, our people have just returned from an off-world visit,” General Fox said, looking to Sava. “We are going to help you but even you can understand that, with no sleep, they’re not going to be any good in a fight. Give us a few days. We’ll go over details and come up with a strategy. I’ll send a unit back with you to your world.”

      “A few days?” Sava jumped from her seat, placing her giant hands on the table and shaking her head from side to side. “My people burn and die by the hour–especially with me gone. We must go as soon as possible.”

      “I hear you.” General Fox relaxed the grip on the handle of his weapon. Although he had not drawn his Kimber 1911, Frank understood he was less than a quick second away. “Give me a day then. Give us a day to grab some sleep and form a plan. You as a warrior understand the importance of solid tactics.”

      Sava licked a thin tongue over her lips as if she were deep in thought. “I agree. One day. Then we depart.”

      “Frank, get some rest; you’re depressing me,” General Fox commanded. “Everyone else, I’d like a debriefing report before you go. Then I’ll meet with Heron and Sava, if that is agreeable with you two?”

      “Oh, yes I can’t wait,” Heron said, rubbing his hands together. “I’d like to hear all about this coffee Frank keeps talking about. I hope I pronounced that right.”

      “Major, show Frank where he can pass out for a few hours and then rejoin us,” General Fox directed the major.

      “Of course, sir.” Major Lopez stood from her seat, waiting at the door for Frank to follow.

      Frank rose from his seat, only to feel Sava’s vise-like grip on his right arm.

      “Rest well; there will be no comfort for you once we engage the Lord of Chaos,” Sava warned with solemn eyes.

      “Great, now I’m going to have nightmares.” Frank jerked his arm free. “I’ll see you all on the other side.”
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      “I was kind of surprised when the general offered you sleep, but you do look like death,” Major Lopez said with a sideways smile in the elevator as they were lowered deeper into the secret underground bunker. “I bet Colonel Breaker suggested that to him after seeing you fight through the night.”

      “We all fought through the night,” Frank sighed, remembering the previous night’s events. “We’re all tired.”

      “Yeah, but we didn’t train all day with magical gauntlets or steal away the night before with an alien princess,” Major Lopez ribbed as the steel box lowered them smoothly below. “What happened between you two anyway? You have a girlfriend now?”

      “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      “I don’t see any of those here.”

      “Good call,” Frank said with a grin and a yawn. “I don’t know what we are. I guess that mystery will have to wait until next time we visit Atmos. Hey, how big is this military bunker anyway?”

      Frank concentrated on the bright row of floor numbers on the elevator control panel. There were twenty floors displayed. It wouldn’t surprise Frank if there were even more than that remained hidden to all except a select few.

      “It’s a city underground.” Major Lopez shrugged as the elevator came to a halt. The doors slid open. “We have our own floor for chow, PT, bunks, storage and weapons range, and more for the civilian scientists working here.”

      Frank let out a low whistle as they walked down a long hall featuring doors to their right, each opening up into large rooms with bunks. To the left were washrooms with enough showers and heads to keep an army clean and relieved.

      “This is you.” Major Lopez led Frank to the end of the hall and turned right at the T intersection. Another row of rooms on their left marked the chambers of higher ranking Marines. The major opened the first door. “Welcome back to the Corps.”

      Frank looked into the tiny room. There was enough floor space for a twin-sized bed, a three drawer-dresser, and a small desk with a chair.

      “This looks great,” Frank said, entering the room and throwing himself face first on the bed. “I could sleep on a leviathan right now.”

      “Too soon.” Major Lopez shut the door.

      Frank was out in seconds. To his relief, no dreams came with this sleep; just the complete and utter blackness of giving in to exhaustion.

      Underground with no windows to tell the position of sun or moon, it was impossible for Frank to know how many hours he had slept. All he knew was at some point through the night, he had kicked off his boots.

      Vaguely, he remembered removing the vambraces from his forearms. The dark purple glow had made it hard to sleep, like a child’s night light too close to his face.

      Frank smacked his dry mouth and looked for water when he again heard the shout that had initially woken him come once again. It came through the wall to the right of his room. Frank lay in his bed staring up into the darkness, listening for it one more time.

      If this place is haunted on top of there being intergalactic travel, I’m out, Frank thought to himself. Really, an Arilion Knight can only take so much.

      The sound came again. It was more like a tortured cry. Frank rose from his bed, reaching for the vambraces on the floor. He slipped them on, not bothering with his shoes.

      When he opened the door to his room, bright lights from the hall assaulted his retinas; he blinked in an effort to adjust his pupils. Frank could smell himself. The showers called to him, whispering that whatever was going on wasn’t his problem. His stomach growled, reminding him that the last time he had eaten was on Atmos.

      Still, there was something familiar about the sound. Frank reached the closed door next to his own room. He leaned in closer, listening for the cry.

      It came again, this time like a wounded animal.

      Frank reached for the Will, channeling a shield around him. Without wasting another second, he opened the door in front of him.

      It was a room exactly like his own, except for the photos of a handsome woman with the colonel, a young man in a graduation cap, and a group of Marines. Colonel Breaker lay on his bed in white boxers and dog tags. He was sweating as he wrestled with the nightmare plaguing him that night.

      “Colonel,” Frank said from the doorway. “Colonel, wake up; you’re having a dream.”

      Thick beads of sweat showed across the colonel’s tense body as he turned back and forth, moaning something now. Frank could barely make it out.

      “No—Sam—get back—they’re dead—they’re all dead.”

      Frank couldn’t leave him like that. He released the construct protecting him and strode into the room. He placed a hand on the colonel’s bulky shoulder, gently shaking him. “Hey, you got to wake up.”

      The reaction was instant. Colonel Breaker reached under his pillow for the standard issued Marine Ka-bar. In the next heartbeat, he launched himself at Frank, slashing for his throat.

      Frank backpedaled, tripping as both men went to the floor. Frank constructed the first thing that came to mind, a net. A purple net caught the colonel as he reached out with the knife. The weapon stopped inches from Frank’s throat in the violet glow of the otherwise dark room.

      “Hey, Colonel, can you hear me?” Frank said, forcing the net back as he rose to his feet. “It’s me; you were just having a nightmare.”

      Colonel Breaker stopped struggling. He blinked a few times, trying to bring a hand up to wipe the sweat from his face. The net still holding him refused him this act.

      “Frank—I was—I—did I hurt you?” the colonel asked, looking down at the combat knife he still clutched in his hand.

      “No, you didn’t.” Frank lowered the colonel to his bed and allowed the net to dissipate. “Must have been one hell of a nightmare. Were you stuck at the DMV or were they all out of pumpkin spice latte at the coffee house?”

      “No—no nothing like that.” Colonel Breaker placed his Ka-bar on the bed and looked at his watch. “We better get going. Showers and chow, and I’ll have the major come get you in twenty minutes.”

      Frank was about to leave the room. He had used comedy to dance around the very real issue of PTSD he understood the colonel was suffering from. Frank took a closer look at the pictures around the room. They showed a very different Colonel Solomon Breaker than the one Frank knew. He was smiling with his arms around other Marines, throwing up peace signs and thumbs-ups. There was a light in his eyes that Frank did not see in the man before him.

      “I know we still aren’t that close or anything,” Frank said, looking back at the colonel as the muscular man dressed in his dark fatigues. “But I also know I can’t just walk out that door and pretend everything’s fine.”

      “You going to offer to talk to me or hear my deepest, darkest woes?” Colonel Breaker paused, buttoning up his shirt to raise an eyebrow at Frank. “I tried going to a counselor, even attended a few of those meetings for military members suffering from PTSD. I quit after a few rounds. There was an ex-Army officer there complaining about his kids. He was going on and on how they were misbehaved and some other nonsense I don’t have time to listen to. The point is, I don’t suffer from what they suffer from. I’m an old war dog who’s seen more than most can imagine. All my kids have died in the field.”

      “You fear being alone the most because that’s when your mind has time to wander,” Frank said, leaning against the doorframe leading from the colonel’s room. “What most people don’t understand is that rest is the worst thing you can do when you have memories branded into your thoughts of brothers bleeding out beside you. How hearing any helicopters overhead takes you right back.”

      The room was quiet. Each man thought on Frank’s words, weighing the truth there was to be found there.

      “Exactly.” Colonel Breaker stared at the pictures on the wall.

      “Four years in the Marines and a stint with the Raiders was enough to scar a few memories nice and deep.” Frank let out a long breath as images of friends and brothers lost during his own time in the military raced past his thoughts. “It’s not my place to tell you what to do. You’re a colonel, but if we were friends, I’d tell you that you aren’t alone, and if you ever did need an ear to listen… you could go talk to Elly or Raj.”

      A grin spread over Colonel Breaker’s lips. “I heard Elly and Raj are good listeners.”

      Frank nodded, then left the room for his own quarters, the brief conversation already bringing memories from his own past from the pit of his stomach, past the mask of sarcasm, and burning in the front of his mind.
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      Stepping into the hot shower felt like stepping into a new body. Frank didn’t realize how dirty he was or how wonderful the refreshing and unwinding of a dozen tiny jets of water against his body would feel.

      He had more scratches and bruises than he thought. His body was sore, but no serious injuries hindered his movements. There was no one else in the shower area; either he was way late or super early. Either way, it was okay with him having the locker room to himself.

      Frank had to force himself to turn off the steaming shower spout. He probably could have spent an additional ten minutes in the shower if he had his own way. For a final moment, he allowed the cleansing waters to drench his head, roll down his face and shoulders, and down his back to the drain below, taking the past few days of loss, betrayal, and battle with it.

      “Wow, full frontal,” Major Lopez said, interrupting his moment and tossing Frank a towel. “Got some clothes for you that you’re going to love.”

      Frank grabbed the towel out of the air, patting himself dry as he followed the major out of the shower section and to the adjoining locker room. The room was wide with aisles of beige portable lockers and thick maple finished benches.

      “You didn’t strike me as the shy type.” Frank wrapped the too-small towel around his waist. “I know I’m not.”

      “I’m not shy, just offering you some privacy that you’re clearly not interested in.” Major Lopez pointed to a stack of neatly folded charcoal and grey utility uniforms. They matched her own, a pair of hot black Danner Reckonings with charcoal and grey trousers. A black belt, standard issue skivvy undershirt, and blouse. The good old Eagle, Globe, and Anchor stared back at him.

      “Here we go again,” Frank said, dropping his towel and beginning the act of dressing. “I’m back in the Marines, aren’t I? I mean, all I’m missing is just the signature to make it official.”

      “You said it, not me,” Major Lopez answered.

      While Frank dressed, he noticed the major go over to a mirror and dab at the makeup she had placed on the burn scar that ran down the left side of her face, the souvenir from Atmos, courtesy of their first encounter with the Chaos Legionnaires.

      She hadn’t made a big deal of her injury when it happened or since, but Frank could surmise it bothered someone like her, even if she wouldn’t admit it. The major was attractive in every sense of the word. Her curvy shape, full lips, and big brown eyes were enough for any man to look twice.

      “You can probably get that removed,” Frank said as he took a seat on a bench and laced his boots. “I mean, I know right now you probably can’t get time off since the Lord of Chaos is coming and all, but when this is all over.”

      “It’s silly,” Major Lopez turned from the mirror. “Stupid thoughts really, I should be concentrating on how our engagement plans look like not what I look like.”

      “I get it,” Frank sighed, tucking in his undershirt. “It takes a lot of work to look as good as we do. I mean, this just doesn’t happen.”

      “Are you ever serious?” Major Lopez rolled her eyes and headed for the elevator.

      “I try not to be, but every once in a while, it still manages to happen,” Frank said, following her as he ran his fingers through his still damp hair before strapping on his vambraces. “Food? My stomach feels like an empty grave.”

      “Yeah, we’ll hit the mess hall floor before we go to meet the rest of the unit.” Major Lopez glanced at the ebony watch on her left wrist. “We’ll have to pack it in. We only have a few minutes until the briefing starts.”

      “Say no more,” Frank said, nodding to a pair of Marines that gawked at his glowing vambraces as they passed. “Hello, humans.”

      They looked at one another in disbelief as Frank and the major passed them.

      “You shouldn’t tease like that.” Major Lopez chuckled. “They’re really going to think you’re an alien.”

      “I can live with that,” Frank said, remembering the last conversation he had had with his employer before he handed over his own comm watch. “Do you think I can use a computer while I’m here?”

      “Frank, we’re about to embark on a journey to another alien world that’s under attack by an ancient evil known as the Lord of Chaos.” Major Lopez paused to let the words sink in. The pair reached the reflective steel elevator doors. She pressed the button to go up. “What can be so important that you need a computer? Got to check your profile on match.com?”

      “Close; need to make sure my employer knows that I’m back and deposited my funds as promised,” Frank said as the elevator doors slid open and he and the major entered the steel box. “I have responsibilities outside of this. Payments still need to be made, the world keeps running.”

      “You’re incredible.” The major rolled her eyes as she pressed the circular button for their floor. “Intergalactic war is at our doorstep and you’re worried about paying your rent and cable bill.”

      Frank didn’t feel like he owed the major an explanation. It was none of her business that his money went to take care of his mother, who had fallen into a coma, and his father, who was too old to work despite the fact that he still had to make ends meet. They had no retirement funds and hardly enough money to meet their needs living paycheck to paycheck.

      “Whatever.” Frank shrugged as the elevator moved to take them to the chow level. “Not all of us went to a fancy college and officer training school.”

      “What would make you say that?”

      “The way you carry yourself, intuition.” Frank again shrugged. “I’ve known my fair share of officers from elite families while I was in the Corps.”

      “It doesn’t matter where I’m from or my background,” Major Lopez snarled. It was clear Frank had hit a chord. “I’ve clawed and bled for everything I have.”

      “Sucks when someone thinks they know you, but really, the truth is more than they could assume, huh?” Frank didn’t wait for an answer. At that moment, the elevator doors dinged open. He stepped out onto the floor and made a right turn. “Now let’s get something to eat if you can stop judging me for two seconds.”

      “Uh, Frank?” Major Lopez said from the elevator.

      “What?” Frank didn’t mean to raise his voice, but the word came out loud anyway.

      “The mess hall is the other way.”

      “I knew that.” Frank turned around and headed down the corridor to the mess hall.

      The tinny, soggy scents of canned vegetables and salty meat, which probably also came out of a can, hit Frank’s nose at once. In that moment, he would have eaten anything, but to be fair, he actually didn’t mind military food. Maybe that was because he hadn’t been eating it day in and day out for years.

      The mess hall, longer than it was wide, held sentinel rows of cafeteria tables with a serving counter along the wall furthest from Frank. Food service specialists stood behind the glass partition at the ready to ladle their wares.

      There were a handful of Marines sitting down, along with half as many scientists. The room was quiet as all eyes were directed to a table in the middle of the room where Heron sat with Raj and Elly. It seemed the purple-skinned alien was enough to give even the most hardened Marine pause.

      “There they are.” Heron waved manically from his bench. “Your Earth food is delicious. I’m already learning so much and it’s only day one. Do you think there’s a way I can package these biz-kits and send them to Atmos for research?”

      “Yeah, I don’t see why not.” Frank grinned as he headed for a stack of clean trays on the left of the counter and made his way through the line. His smile grew at the sight of the food being piled on his plate.

      When he got to the specialist serving slabs of tri-tip, Frank couldn’t help but give some words of encouragement. “Keep it coming, there you go, I’m a growing boy.”

      The specialist smiled, then his eyes landed on Frank’s vambraces when his mouth turned into a large O shape.

      “We only have a few minutes left,” Major Lopez warned the rest of the unit as she and Frank joined the group at the table.

      “Roger that,” Raj said, looking at Frank as he wolfed the meat down. “Easy there, partner. You’re going to give yourself a case of the meat sweats.”

      “I’m not worried about it going in,” Elly said with wide eyes as she witnessed Frank power down the pile of food in front of him. “But I mean, not to get too graphic, but that’s going to have to come out and we’re about to go on a mission here. Those diamond-plated armor suits from B.U.T.T.S. aren’t exactly potty-friendly.”

      Elly said the words as Frank shoveled in another forkful of seasoned, medium rare meat into his gulch.

      “Oh, god,” Raj said, dry heaving into his hand. “Elly, stop. Come on; heck, I’m not even hungry anymore.”

      “This stuff is delicious,” Heron said, taking another bite of the meat and biscuit sandwich he had made himself. “Do you think I could get the recipe?”
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      After a hurried meal, Frank found himself beside the others in the armory. It was the same large room filled with the echoes of boots stomping, weapons firing, and tires screeching to which he had delivered the cases of weapons and armor to the Marines mere days before when his reality was still normal. Or whatever passed for normal these days.

      General Fox was present as MSC1 geared up to travel to Brytanna and assist in the coalition against the Chaos Lord. While fitting on his chest plate, Frank noticed a circular clamp on the front of the armored chest piece. It looked like it held something, although at the moment, there was nothing in the hollow, circular indentation.

      “Elly, what’s with the addition to our armor?” Frank asked as he snapped his helmet to the magnetic hold on the left side of his belt. “It looks like that thing in the center of Iron Man’s chest.”

      “Oh yeah, well, I was thinking, when we fought the Chaos Legion, their weapons ate through our armor like nothing, no offense to B.U.T.T.S. and their quality of gear.” Elly raised two open hands in sign of surrender.

      “None taken,” Frank responded, checking his gauss rifle, the Punisher GS2000 model that roughly resembled an M27. “Go on.”

      “But I also remembered how the large, power armor the Chaos army has is equipped with their own shields.” Elly’s pitch spiked as she tried to recalibrate her hearing devices amidst the din of the room. “So if we come across any more of these power armored suits, I think I can use their own tech on our armored suits. Having our own personal force fields could save lives.”

      “No doubt.” Frank nodded along with Elly’s words. “Good thinking, Wong.”

      “Alright, listen up.” General Fox strode into the room. “You’ve had time to rest, shower, and get a hot meal in your stomachs. In the meantime, we’ve come up with a strategy that will advance our mission on multiple fronts. Heron, you’ll be returning to your planet explaining everything that you’ve heard here and our plans to go with Sava and assess the threat level. The sooner we can get the Neeve to stand with us and the Draconians, the sooner we can coordinate to form a defensive front.”

      “Of course,” Heron said, smoothing down his tan crushed velvet robe near the deep side pockets where he had stuffed dozens of biscuits. “I’ll go right away. I know Princess Vega will be willing to lend her aid to you and the Draconians. She understands what the reemergence of the Lord of Chaos means to all of our planets.”

      “Good.” General Fox turned to Colonel Breaker. “Colonel, your team will head back with Sava to determine the strength of the enemy and our next steps. Mr. Wolffe, I know you’re in a tough spot right now. Technically, you’re not even an enlisted man at the moment. Moreover, you have a mantle that’s been placed on your shoulders as an Arilion Knight. Sava has high expectations for you.”

      “All due respect, sir,” Frank said, sliding his Reckoner P7, the electromagnetic handgun into a holster on his right side. “I’ve never stopped being a Marine. That’s something I’ve only recently figured out. I can sign a paper if you want me to make it official again. One thing’s for sure, I’m not walking away from this.”

      “Oohrah to that, Wolffe.” General Fox seemed pleased, but there was more he wanted to say. “I trust that you’ll follow Colonel Breaker’s order to a T despite your being chosen as an Arilion Knight. You’re responsible to the United States of America and the Earth first and foremost.”

      “I’m with you, sir.” Frank had given General Fox his full attention.

      “Good to hear.” General Fox looked over to Heron. “Heron, I hope you’re smuggling biscuits back and that’s not some kind of alien growth you have coming out of your pockets.”

      “Oh, no.” Heron looked embarrassed.

      “Good.” General Fox nodded to Colonel Breaker. “Godspeed.”

      He about-faced and left the room a moment later.

      Colonel Breaker filled the silence in the room. “We’ve done this once before, but that doesn’t mean anything. We’re walking into a war zone this time. Yes, we’ll help where we can, but our mission this time around is to assess and gather information. If the events are as dire as Sava claims them to be, then it’ll take a lot more manpower than our unit to get this resolved. We stay close, remember our training, and we’ll get back together. I can’t lose—we all get back home safe.”

      “Yes, sir,” a chorus of voices answered the colonel’s words.

      “Yes, sir,” Heron said a half second too late.

      “All right.” Colonel Breaker took the lead through the Den. “Let’s move.”

      Frank fell in line beside Heron. The historian looked up at him and opened, then closed his mouth before opening it again.

      “What are you going to say?” Frank asked with a raised eyebrow. “You look like you’re going to explode.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing; I really shouldn’t say anything on speculation. I need facts before I spread slander.” Heron shook his head and wrung his hands.

      “Whatever you say—”

      “Okay, I’ll tell you if you must know,” Heron interrupted Frank. “It’s Sava, and not just her; her people. They are warriors through and through, Frank. Their tactics may not be as honorable as our own. Or so I’ve heard.”

      “You think she’s lying or something?” Frank looked down at the historian, confused. “Just tell me, Heron.”

      “No, not lying; it’s just that they’re a brutal race.” Heron chose his words with care. “Keep in mind you may see things on their planet that have no place in war. Don’t compromise yourself for the sake of the Arilion Knights. True Arilion Knights would never ask that of you.”

      Frank had a dozen questions to ask. However, it seemed as though they would have to wait. Colonel Breaker led them into the square viewing room. This chamber overlooked the room where the sphere rested below. Frank stood in awe as though seeing it for the first time again.

      On either side of the bulletproof glass showing the room below were twisted hunks of metal that had at one time been turrets. Sava’s grand entrance through the gateway had led to the destruction of the battlements.

      There were a handful of technicians that were in the process of replacing the hunks of steel. They looked up at Frank and Heron with matched awe.

      Colonel Breaker led them to a door on the right of the room where a steel staircase led down to the ground floor. The ground level was a combination of barricades, should the sphere be activated and enemies enter, and computers monitoring the gateway with a crew of scientists. Though the barricades had proven hardly effective against Sava just yesterday.

      Sava paced back and forth in front of the sphere. Her hands were clasped behind her back, spine straight as she waited for the Marines to join her through the gateway and to her own world.

      Her reptilian head snapped up when she heard the boots on the ground. Her eyes roved over the band.

      Frank heard Heron’s words of warning in his mind as they approached the Draconian. What was it he was so afraid of?

      She can’t be that bad, Frank told himself. She’s a warrior, an Arilion Knight just like you. She was chosen for a reason.

      “Finally, we can be away,” Sava said, nodding to Frank and the rest of the crew. “I will set our coordinates on the sphere for Brytanna.”

      “Oh, teachable moment, teachable moment.” Elly ran up to stand next to the Draconian. “Walk us through the dial-up process again. Heron showed me once, but you know what they say about practice.”

      Sava blinked with the side, then outer eyelids over her yellow eyes at Elly, who stood a full foot and a half shorter than her. “No, what do they say about practice? And who is ‘they’?”

      “They are just people, just random people,” Elly said, shaking her head. “And practice makes perfect. It’s a saying here.”

      “Interesting.” Sava turned back to the sphere. “Well, you know what they say about death?”

      “No, I don’t think you understand how to use—”

      “It comes for us all,” Sava finished with a satisfied head nod as if she were patting herself on the back.
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      The sphere was no larger than a basketball and hovered just feet off the ground. It was bronzed gold and let out a soft hum with its faint glow. The surface of the sphere contained seven movable rows, which could be tuned individual of one another, such as the dials on a codex. On each of these rows were a series of ancient markings resembling runes, some of which Frank had seen on Atmos.

      Sava turned each row methodically, stopping the segment to align a series of seven symbols in the center of the sphere. She then pressed the top portion of the sphere and the bottom of the sphere together at the same time to lock in her destination coordinates.

      The light grew brighter and projected on the canyon wall before the sphere. An archway two stories tall began to appear in front of them. On the perimeter of the gateway, the same seven symbols that Sava had chosen illuminated. A deep opening appeared to fill the space of the arch with a loud WHOOSH sucking in air.

      Thick, rolling fog tumbled out of the opening as tendrils of the frigid air curved outward like a kraken’s tentacles. Within the dense interstellar cloud, lights flickered, transitioning between every color on the spectrum, from magenta to aqua, yellow to emerald.

      “How will we know where this is going to take us on your world?” Frank asked, remembering the last time they had walked through a gateway and been deposited on the leviathan’s doorstep.

      “When dialed correctly, the spheres only open gateways from sphere to sphere,” Sava explained, already making her way up the ramp to the gateway. “It’s only when you misdial are you in danger of opening a gateway anywhere in the universe, on a random planet or even in space itself.”

      With that, the Draconian walked through the gateway. A moment later, even her braid-covered head and massive shoulders were lost in the multicolored swirling fog.

      “Does that mean the sphere was misdialed before?” Raj asked what they were all thinking. “We could have walked into the vacuum of space or an uninhabitable planet?”

      “Don’t think about it too much,” Frank said, only half teasing. “You might throw up in your helmet.”

      Raj looked over to Frank, a mask of horror on his face as he paused in putting on his own helmet.

      “Let’s get our minds right, Marines,” Colonel Breaker warned them as he took the lead. He pressed his own helmet down on his head, removing the safety from his weapon. “On me.”

      Frank also placed the diamond-plated helmet on his head, although he thought the act was silly now. At a moment’s notice, he could form a protective barrier around him or his own armor. But old habits die hard.

      The heads-up display popped up on the screen, giving him readouts of temperature in his suit, sight recommendations and more. Frank ignored these options for the time being, following the colonel through the gateway.

      Fog swirled all around him. It wrapped his limbs in its embrace, drawing him deeper and deeper into the abyss. The lights reflected in the fog were almost non-existent now as Frank went deeper into the unknown.

      Seconds ticked by before the fog began to clear.

      “Watch your step,” Colonel Breaker warned his crew. “Eyes open.”

      Frank lifted his Punisher GS2000 and sighted down the barrel. The fog was beginning to clear. What waited for him on the other side was anyone’s guess.

      The first thing he made out was a line of Draconian soldiers pointing their weapons at Frank and the rest of MSC1. The heavy rifles the Draconian soldiers carried looked like bulkier versions of his own Punisher GS200 with three barrels instead of one. The body armor covering their emerald scales was drab green. They were helmetless at the moment. Sava was talking, rather commanding the Draconian officer in charge to stand down.

      Once the Draconian leader and the soldiers got a look at Frank’s glowing vambraces, they all lowered their weapons and knelt on a single knee.

      Frank relaxed his own gauss rifle, moving his eyes from the soldiers in front of him to the scene around him. A golden sphere connected this gateway to their own. They were in a room enclosed in sheets of riveted metal with detonating cord and various wiring running to the gateway and sphere. It took Frank only a moment to realize the room was rigged to explode.

      “What the heck is that?” Raj asked as he joined Frank. His eyes were directed behind the group to the archway. “A barrier of some kind?”

      “Precautions should our enemies get their hands on a sphere and attempt to invade our world,” Sava said, sidling up to Frank and Raj. “It’s made of our strongest alloy. It opens and closes by our command. If the sphere were to be dialed and we do not recognize the location, we close the barrier, refusing them entrance.”

      Sava walked to the left side of the room where a control panel stood. It came up to her chest. Bright red and blue lights glowed on the screens. Sava pressed her finger to the pad. At once, there was a thick metallic ring in the air.

      Frank looked back to see dense metal sheets overlap the gateway entrance. A moment later, Sava turned off the sphere itself and the projection vanished.

      “I think I get it,” Elly said excitedly. She placed her Punisher GS2000 across her back on the magnetic holder. Her hands moved as she talked as if they were the ones making the sounds. “This barrier always stays in place where you keep it closed. The sphere projects onto the barrier and you open it when you want to travel somewhere. Likewise, you can keep it closed if the sphere is being opened from the other side and you want to keep those houseguests out.”

      “That is correct,” Sava said, motioning to the cables and cords running from the sphere to the control panel where she stood. “We also have explosives connected to the sphere in case we are compromised. The sphere would be buried in the rubble of this whole building along with whoever was trying to invade our world.”

      “You guys—you guys can get up now,” Frank said to the Draconian soldiers, who were still kneeling.

      “They honor the Arilion code,” Sava said. “You are only the second Arilion they have seen since I was chosen to bear the mantle.”

      The other Draconian obeyed Frank, rising to their feet. Their green and yellow reptilian eyes were huge. A few had their mouths open as if they were about to take a bite of some massive sandwich.

      “And where are we now?” Colonel Breaker lowered his weapon but kept his right pointer finger close to the trigger.

      Frank looked around again, trying to determine their whereabouts. It was a wide-open cubed room whose bright lights set in the ceiling reflected off the dull metal panels that lined the walls. There were no windows to give away where they might be in relation to the rest of Sava’s home world.

      “You are inside our main military base,” Sava explained, motioning them to follow her. “We are in a military safe building designed specifically for housing our sphere.”

      So far so good, Frank thought to himself. Everything Sava said checks out. There’s no leviathan waiting for us or Chaos army ready to take off our heads. Things are looking up.

      A loud siren cut through the calm a moment later. It started low, then quickly crescendoed, wailing like an air raid siren of World War II.

      You had to say something Frank chided himself. Technically, you didn’t even say anything. You thought it.

      “What’s that siren?” Major Lopez asked as the other Draconian soldiers in the room jumped into action, securing the barrier and the sphere.

      “Air raid,” Sava said, turning her walk into a run. “The Chaos army is taking another run at the city. Hurry.”

      The cacophony of the sirens grew as Frank and the others ran to keep up with Sava’s strong strides. The group exited the room, entering a fifteen-meters-long corridor that ended with a pair of wide double-doors guarded by another squad of Draconian soldiers.

      Someone must have notified the guards ahead of time because they were already opening the thick reinforced sliding doors to allow Frank and the rest of the group access to the outside world.

      Sava didn’t slow her run as they exited the building.

      Nothing Frank could have done would have prepared him for what he saw outside.
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      The surface of the military base they were on and the city immediately beyond were a post-apocalyptic nightmare. All around, the crumbled remains of buildings were still smoking. For every building still sprouting from the ground, there was another in various stages of decay.

      Rubble lined the would-be streetways like broken dreams, the only clearings being the deep scars and craters from the impact of death-dealing bombs. The perpetual smell of ash hung in the air. The sky was choked with the blackness of smoke spirals of smoldering past and incinerated futures.

      Sava led them across a field of dead grass to where a hangar had managed to remain erect. There were Draconian pilots everywhere inside the hangar, readying themselves and their crafts for takeoff.

      The ships weren’t like any fighter ship Frank had ever seen. Like a Frisbee with the center hollowed out, a cockpit was attached to the center of the circular wings. Twin cannons mounted over the front of the circle. A sea of aligned disks in various shades of green and black, they resembled the scales of the Draconian people. An emblem of a roaring dragon was depicted in red on the left side of each ship.

      “Commander Monty.” Sava grabbed the attention of a large Draconian who shouted orders in the middle of the chaos. He wore a dark khaki green military battle dress uniform with black triangles on his sleeves. “What’s our situation?”

      The commander turned and did a double take at Frank and the rest of MSC1. Every pilot and soldier in the colossal hangar was doing the same. Apparently, not everyone had received the information that Sava had returned with not only soldiers from a different planet but another Arilion Knight as well.

      “Focus,” Sava barked at the commander. “What’s the situation here?”

      “Right,” Commander Monty said through a throat that sounded like it was filled with gravel. “Two squadrons of Darts incoming and a Behemoth. We can bet their fighters are only providing cover for the ground troops the Behemoth will unload. Reports have them two minutes out.”

      “Let us handle the ground units.” Colonel Breaker removed his helmet so he could meet the gaze of Sava and the Commander. “We’re not pilots, so we’re not going to do you any good in the air.”

      Sava looked to the commander and then to Frank. “Agreed. I can assist with the fight in the sky. I’ll have our comm units linked so we can coordinate and share information. I’ll get you a pair of Crawlers. When the Behemoth lands, it’ll be close. The Lord of Chaos has already made a few runs on capturing our sphere. That’s probably what he’s after now.”

      Communication was getting harder as the Draconian spacecrafts whined to life. Frank was so involved in the conversation and plans being made, he didn’t realize the rest of the Draconian pilots had formed a half circle around them. Each one of them bent their knee.

      Elly shared a confused shrug with Raj and Frank.

      Lucky for him, Sava understood exactly what to do. As one, every Draconian bowed their head out of respect. The siren and the sounds of the fighters were the only things that could be heard now.

      “If today is the day we die, then let us do it without fear,” Sava said over the surrounding commotion. “If this is where our bodies lie, then let it be as we roar into the faces of our enemies. The Draconian line is made of warriors and legends. Let’s make our ancestors proud this day and soak the field of battle in the blood of our enemies.”

      The gathered pilots stood, all nodding and slapping each other on the back. A few stayed to speak with Sava. It looked like she was blessing them before battle.

      “Wow,” Raj said under his breath. “I thought the Neeve were intense.”

      “Would you bless me, sir?”

      Frank turned to see a young Draconian pilot who looked to be still in his teens. It was difficult for Frank to place his exact age through the scales and short horns, but his voice featured the tenor of a boy, not the baritone such as the other Draconian adults.

      He was dressed matching the others in a khaki green jumpsuit with the emblem of a roaring dragon sewed onto his sleeve.

      “You don’t have to call me ‘sir.’” The words tumbled out of Frank’s mouth on instinct. “I work for a living.”

      The Draconian youth looked at Frank, uncertain what to say. “Was—was that the blessing?”

      Frank caught Sava out of the corner of his eyes, placing her hand on the foreheads of the Draconian pilots before they flew to battle.

      “Oh—I’m not sure if I should be handing out blessings,” Frank said, trying to turn the boy down with a grin. “Maybe Sava would be better at that.”

      “But you’re an Arilion Knight as well,” the boy insisted. “We look to you in our hour of need.”

      “Okay, then, when you put it like that,” Frank said, understanding it wasn’t the words the blessing contained that meant something to these pilots. It was the mantle worn by the person giving it to them.

      Frank removed his right glove and placed it on the boy’s bowed forehead right between his horns. The scales felt cold, smooth, and bumpy under his palm.

      Frank blanked on what to say; the harder he tried to think of something meaningful, the more it escaped him. All that was running through his mind at the moment was trying to think of something to say.

      “Haters, gonna hate, hate, hate, hate and players gonna play, play, play, play, so shake it off, shake it off.” Frank recited the song lyrics that came to mind. “Amen.”

      Frank removed his hand, hoping that would be enough.

      “Amen.” The Draconian pilot stood up with a smile of gratitude on his face. He extended a hand. “My name is Rex. Thank you for the blessing. I have never heard that one before.”

      “Frank Wolffe,” Frank said, accepting the offered hand. “The blessing comes from a famous—a famous warrior on our planet.”

      “I am proud to be blessed with it, Frank,” Rex said.

      Shouting from someone took Rex’s attention from Frank for a moment. He smiled again, running to his craft. “Thank you again!”

      “Did you just recite Katy Perry to that kid?” Major Lopez cocked her head and raised an eyebrow to Frank.

      “Uh, I’m pretty sure that’s Usher,” Frank tried to convince her.

      She raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Hey.” Frank wagged a finger at her. “What did we say about judging?”

      Frank and the others moved with Sava over to the far end of the hangar bay as the fighters began their takeoff from the ground.

      Sava pointed at her mouth, to her head, and at the helmets all the Marines had already removed. Frank slipped the helmet back onto his head with the rest of MSC1. Sava’s voice rang loud and clear inside.

      “I sent an order to our techs to link our comms,” Sava explained. “I’m going to the sky with our Dragoons. I’ve ordered two Crawlers to be delivered just outside the warehouse doors. As soon as we have a projected landing area for the enemy Behemoth, I’ll send you the coordinates. If you need backup, let me know.”

      “Roger that,” Colonel Breaker agreed with the plan. “Marines with me.”

      Adrenaline began to seep into Frank’s system. He grew more acutely aware, all senses becoming sharper. Even after days of little to no sleep, war keeps us vigilant. The steady rhythm of boots pounding their way to position, the air sealed snap of cockpits locking into place, the series of clicks as weapons were checked and snapped into place, the low breath each soldier released to set themselves at the ready; this was all music to Frank’s ears.

      The unit moved to follow Colonel Breaker from the roaring hangar to outside where the Crawlers waited. The Crawlers were actually twin giant vehicles that looked like a hybrid between 4x4 jeeps and an armored truck.

      A cab in the front of the over two-meter tall vehicle offered cover for both the driver and a passenger. The back of the drab vehicle was open with two fifty-caliber barrels mounted on a swivel and a place for a gunner to strap his torso into for stability. The full nine-meter length of the vehicle was protected by impervious plates.

      High-powered jet engines blasted from their right, shaking the ground and causing rubble to rumble as the Dragoons fighters took to the air. The circular fighter had the appearance of disks with guns as they cut through the sky. A purple flash in the smoke-stained sky marked Sava as she took off alongside the Dragoons to meet the enemy.

      “Whaaaaaaaaaat?” Elly said, admiring Sava before looking to Frank. “You’re going to be able to fly with jets one day? That’s some wild comic book stuff.”

      In all honesty, the thought of racing through the skies excited a part of Frank he hadn’t known lived inside. Something that had always been part of him was beginning to awaken as the days grew and his knowledge of the Arilion followed.

      “All right.” Colonel Breaker doled out orders. “Let’s assume we get the coordinates from Sava any minute now. We need to be ready to roll out. Let’s take what little time we have to familiarize ourselves with the vehicles. I’ll drive one with Elly in the front seat and Major Lopez on the guns. Raj, you’re the wheel man for the second vehicle with Frank behind you.”

      “Oohrah!” Everyone nodded and moved to obey; everyone except Raj.

      “Sir, do you really think I’m the best one behind the wheel?” Raj asked.

      “Your driving skills were off the charts if I remember correctly.” Colonel Breaker didn’t slow his stride to his own Crawler. “Take a few deep breaths. Think of happy thoughts.”

      “Did he just crack a joke?” Raj looked over to Frank.

      “I can neither confirm nor deny,” Frank said, hopping in the back of the Crawler. “So you’re a wheel man, huh?”

      “I don’t like to brag.” Raj opened up the side door of the Crawler, taking in the steering wheel, brakes, and switches with wide eyes and a childlike grin. “But I’ve put my fair share of hours into games like Grand Theft Auto.”
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      On the back of the Crawler, Frank found himself on a two-by-three-meter platform. A turret was mounted on the back with a plate of metal armor on either side of the weapon to serve as shields. Twin barrels pointed out, attached to a harness that would brace either of his shoulders in the face of the gun’s recoil.

      The barrels were a dirty olive green and looked as though they’d seen more than a few tours of combat. The whole Crawler did, for that matter. The vehicle was pockmarked with rounds and scorched from explosions.

      Frank felt the vehicle below him rumble to life.

      “I think I’ve got it running,” Raj said from the inside of the cab.

      Frank was looking over his designated weapon when the first sounds of combat filled the sky. It was hard to tell the exact time of day with the perpetual haze of smoke in the air, yet with this much light still available, Frank surmised it was possibly midday. High above them to the south, the Draconian pilots in their Dragoons intercepted the Chaos army’s Darts.

      White and green lasers peppered one another in the air as ships went down and explosions sounded. They were nothing but small specks to Frank’s eyes, but it looked like the Draconians were outnumbered at least two to one at the start of the battle.

      “How’s it looking back there?” Major Lopez asked Frank from her position to his left on the other Crawler. “Seems pretty straightforward, like a pair of fifty cals duct-taped together.”

      Frank tore his eyes away from the battle overhead and concentrated on what he was supposed to be doing. The major was right. Frank stepped into the shoulder harness that would support his chest and under either armpit.

      The triggers were easily accessible under the barrels of the weapon. There were two triggers, one for each weapon. The entire turret moved with an ease Frank wasn’t expecting. He could swing the weapons left and right without him having to fight against it and even push the back of the gun down to raise the long barrels.

      “Yeah, I don’t think we’ll have a problem,” Frank said, looking now to see where the weapons would be reloaded. “How do you think we’re supposed to reload these suckers when we run dry?”

      “Beats me.” Major Lopez sounded confused. “Maybe the battery packs at the base. Mine’s glowing a kind of weird greenish vomit color.”

      “Behemoth incoming.” Sava’s voice sounded strained, barely audible over the gush of wind coming from around her comm. “To the south descending fast.”

      Frank followed her instructions, looking just past the dog fight to see a ship wider than it was long approaching fast and low. Like the head of a hammer, it approached to nail the Draconian forces. It was crimson with a massive sigil of the Lord of Chaos on the bow of the ship, a black burning flame.

      “Other ground units are on the way, but you and your team will get there first,” Sava warned.

      “We’re on it,” Colonel Breaker answered back. “Raj, it’s go time.”

      “Drive it like you stole it,” Raj said in a very unlike Raj way. He almost sounded cool.

      Colonel Breaker took the lead, gunning his engine before peeling out. Elly popped her head out of the passenger side window, readying her Punisher GS2000 while Major Lopez crouched low behind her own weapon, knees bent so as not to fall.

      Frank’s Crawler jolted to life following the colonel’s. He nearly lost his footing in the back of the vehicle as it jumped forward.

      “Son of a wrench monkey, Frank.” Raj’s voice sounded excited over the comms. “Sorry about that; just getting a feel for her.”

      Frank stayed low in his stance, bending his knees to absorb the impact of the bumps from the Crawler. Raj stayed close behind the colonel as they headed to where the Behemoth was landing.

      “How big is that thing?” Major Lopez asked in awe.

      Frank understood everything she wasn’t saying. The Behemoth had earned its name for a reason. It was easily three meters long and ten stories tall. The craft had begun its final descent, lowering in a straight line to the ground below.

      The place the enemy had chosen as their landing zone was a section of the Draconian military base that had been bombed out in a previous run. There were multiple one-story, austere buildings that may have at one time been barracks. On one side stood a multileveled structure, which had caved in on one side. What was still standing remained a breath away from crumbling in on itself.

      The rest of the terrain comprised of trails in disarray and other buildings in various levels of destruction and devastation. Any semblance of streets or organized routes were lost in the debris.

      “Let’s create a kill box,” Colonel Breaker said over the comms. “I’ll set up on the west side of the street. Raj, you and Frank take the east side. Stay behind as much cover as you can.”

      “Roger that,” Raj said, maneuvering the Crawler around a corner. The nose of his vehicle barely stuck out to give Frank a clear shot of where the Behemoth was preparing to land.

      The Behemoth was seconds away from resting on the ground below. The single story discipline-factories underneath the craft crumbled under its weight in a cloud of dust and ruin.

      Frank took one last look around before being willing to commit solely to the enemy in front of him. The Crawler was sided up to a corner of a building on the left of the vehicle. They were in a cross intersection with the Behemoth landing in front of them, long roads to their back and left, and the other Crawler a block down on their right.

      As far as Frank could tell, there were no safeties on the weapons in his hands. He gripped the handles tight in each hand, ready to hose the off-loading enemy when the time came.

      The Behemoth’s engines finally turned off as it touched down on the ground below. The sheer size of the ship was staggering as Frank saw it up close. There could be hundreds, maybe even a thousand troops in the ship. With all the urgency of an AOL dial-up, a section of the ship in the center of the craft began to come down like a drawbridge lowering in a castle.

      “As soon as you see them leave the ship, you unleash hell,” Colonel Breaker said over the comms. “Raj, if you can, use your rifle out the side of your window until you have to move. Frank and the major will take out the bulk of the enemy while we pick off the ones that manage to get by the initial onslaught. Pour it on ‘em. Oohrah!”

      “Oohrah!” everyone including Frank shouted into the comms.

      At this, the adrenaline soaked Frank’s veins in excited jitters as he leaned in, squinting his eyes to see the lucky first of their enemies. The square section of the ship lowering had to be at least five meters wide and maybe thirty meters tall.

      As soon as the metal door banged to the ground below, crimson soldiers poured out from inside the Behemoth. There were hundreds of them all running forward, searching for anything to point their own plasma and flame thrower rifles toward.

      “Get some!” Major Lopez roared.

      Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat! Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat!

      The rounds leaving Frank’s weapon looked like green lasers as they tore through armor and enemy soldiers. The weapons vibrated in Frank’s hands, making him press his upper body harder into the harness to keep his aim on target.

      The vibration of the guns in his hands felt great. An intoxicating feeling of power enveloped him as he went to work.

      “Oohrah!” Raj yelled.

      Frank and the major tore into the group from two sides, making it nearly impossible for any of the crimson-clad enemy soldiers to disembark the craft unscathed.

      The exceptional few who did make it off the ship and to the paved road in front of them were wounded, barely capable of crawling, much less mounting an offense. For a moment, it seemed the Marines were going to send their enemies home with their tails between their legs.

      It was impossible for Frank to count how many Chaos soldiers they had already put down, but if he had to guess, they were already in the three figures. Round after round of buzzing death dealing green light tore through the enemy ranks with some rounds even passing straight through a sternum or skull and striking the unit behind.

      War never changes. It’s us or them, Frank reminded himself as he gritted his teeth, pumping round after round into the enemy. They’d kill you if you gave them half a second. It’s us or them!

      The weapons were starting to heat in Frank’s hands when the first power armor unit walked forward. It waded through the corpses of its own soldiers without giving their bodies a second thought. Massive red hooves crushed armor and bones.

      Frank and the major’s green blaster rounds slammed against the power armor’s personal force field, only to disappear a moment later.

      “If there’s any way to capture that tech, we could use it against them,” Elly reminded the group. “Just saying.”

      The power armor unit was three meters tall and as wide as a tank. It spread its arms wide, offering as much of a barrier as possible for the Chaos soldiers who gathered behind it for cover.

      Already red plasma rounds were beginning to find their way to the Crawlers as the chaos soldiers found a respite from the incoming weapons fire and room to find their own opening for shots.

      The sounds of the enemy fire joined the air as Frank gave up with his own weapon. If something was going to take the power armor down, it was going to be him through the channeling of his will.

      Here we go, here we go, Frank, Frank coached himself as he reached for the power within.
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      “Frank,” Colonel Breaker shouted through the comms. “Time to dial it up.”

      “On it,” Frank shouted back, covering his grey diamond-plated combat armor in another layer of purple shielding. The power channeled from his vambraces fed off his strength of will. He was the weapon for all intents and purposes; the vambraces just helped him channel what already lived inside.

      Frank had already taken out a suit of Chaos power armor with explosive rounds back on Atmos. If Elly wanted the power armor unit somewhat intact this time, Frank would have to do it up close and personal.

      In his left hand, he formed a square scutum shield to provide coverage for his entire body as he ran forward. It belonged more so in a Greek or Roman museum than on an alien battlefield.

      His other hand gripped a sword handle with a laser beam shooting out of the end. Without overthinking what needed to be done next, Frank sprinted forward.

      “Is that a lightsab—I mean, I guess we could call it a laser sword?” Elly asked from around the gunfire.

      “Frank, you’re going to be sued for major copyright infringement,” Raj added.

      Frank didn’t have time to respond; already his shield was being pummeled with rounds from the enemy. Individually, each round striking his shield wouldn’t be an issue. Dozens of rounds hitting the barrier at close proximity made him feel off balance and sent tremors through his arm.

      Instead of relying solely on how fast his legs could take him, Frank remembered what Heron had taught him about his strength and speed. His strength of will could also be used to make him stronger and faster.

      Frank focused on that now charging forward. His feet barely touched the ground before lifting off again and propelling him forward.

      “Let’s give him some cover, Marines,” Colonel Breaker shouted over the comms.

      The unit or power armor providing a shield between the Marines and the Chaos army spilling out of the Behemoth turned its attention on Frank. It leveled a cannon, the barrel the diameter of Frank’s head.

      BAM!

      A rocket streaked toward Frank, catching him dead center. The shield Frank held in front of him protected him from the worst of the damage, but the force sent Frank flying back through the air and crashing into the side of a building.

      The building, already weak from previous damage, fell inward on Frank.

      Frank’s lungs burned. His heart was pounding faster than it ever had before. All around him, all he could see was black as the heads-up display in his helmet adjusted to night vision. Slabs of the building’s walls pinned him down.

      He could move his fingers and toes, but any other movement was useless. Frank was staring up into a slab of the building’s wall that had pinned him to the ground below.

      “Frank, can you hear me?” Colonel Breaker shouted over the comms. “Frank, are you all right?”

      Anger was starting to build inside Frank as he realized how stupid he had been charging the power armor unit. Rage gathered in his chest as he realized he was trapped like a helpless child.

      Get up, you’re better than that, get up! Frank screamed to himself in his head.

      Frustration seethed in Frank. This new power didn’t have a place in overtaking the years of strategy and experience he had. He knew better. Though he was brash, he wasn’t entirely hotheaded. Now he was trapped to sit with his mistake.

      Radiating force began to gather around Frank’s entire body. The purple energy came off him in waves. The rubble entombing him began to vibrate and shake. With a herculean push, Frank extended the energy gathering on his body away from him in a concussive wave.

      The building exploded out, sending fragments in every direction.

      “I’m good.” Frank answered the calls from the other Marines over the comms. “I was just getting cocky. Time to stick with what I know.”

      A .357 Magnum Taurus Model 608 Revolver appeared in his right hand. For a second, Frank thought about conjuring a twin for his left hand, but that wouldn’t be anything more than showboating once again.

      In the space of the few minutes, Frank had been pinned to the ground under the fallen building, the battle had already changed. The power armor unit was advancing on Colonel Breaker’s Crawler, absorbing the incoming fire from Major Lopez on the heavy guns.

      Raj was in the process of reversing his Crawler to try and avoid the enemy fire.

      When Frank entered the fight again, he was on the enemy’s right flank. The cannon in his hands blared to life, sending echoes into the air that would have intimidated even the most stalwart soldier.

      Moreover, Frank made sure the rounds he was firing were explosive.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Everywhere Frank looked, there were enemies, and everywhere he pointed his weapon, a single shot rang out with a kill to follow. The beauty about Frank’s chosen weapon was that it packed a powerful punch without the need to recharge. As long as his will held, he could continue to pump the enemy full of rounds.

      A half dozen enemies had fallen in as many seconds. Already the power armor advancing on the Colonel’s Crawler was turning to address the new threat.

      Chaos soldiers still pouring out of the Behemoth did the same, sending a spray of fire at Frank.

      “Frank, watch out!” Major Lopez screamed.

      Frank didn’t worry about shielding himself this time. He trusted that the purple energy coating his armor would do that for him. The only thing he concentrated on now was taking out the Chaos soldiers and destroying the power armor unit.

      Plasma rounds from the enemy guns hit Frank, tearing at his energy and will to continue on but did not penetrate his armor. It did not waver his will to not fail again. Frank stalked forward toward the power armor unit, killing as many of the enemy as he could along the way.

      The massive red mountain of armor in front of him leveled the cannon on its arm at Frank once more. This time, Frank was ready. He sprinted forward, putting his left side toward the open Behemoth entrance.

      The rocket from the power armor unit streaked through the space between them, missing Frank by a few inches. It continued on, racing through the open ship’s doors and detonating somewhere deep inside the Behemoth.

      “Oohrah!” Major Lopez shouted.

      “Get it, Franky!” Raj bellowed.

      Frank remained focused, continuing his sprint toward the force field protected enemy. He exchanged the Magnum in his hands for a Kestrel anti-tank rocket launcher. The act took the space of a heartbeat.

      Another rocket from the power armor whizzed past Frank’s head. It detonated on the outside hull of the Behemoth ship in a shower of smoke and torn metallic shards.

      Frank skidded to a kneel, lifting the rocket launcher on his shoulder and staring down the sights.

      His own purple rocket left the barrel of the tube with a trail of whitish purple smoke trailing behind it. The rocket exploded against the power armor’s force field. A temporary opening showed itself as the red force field surrounding the power armor struggled to remain in place.

      Once more, Frank chose the right weapon for the job like a surgeon selecting a specific tool when faced with an issue in front of him. Frank began his run at the power armor again and again switched his weapon. This time, the gauss-powered Punisher GS2000 appeared in his hands.

      Frank felt plasma rounds battering at his body and Will on every side. He was tired and he could taste blood. He realized the wound must have come from the blast that had sent him under the building that crumbled on top of him.

      Frank held his finger on the Punisher GS2000’s trigger, sending blackish-purple tungsten rods at the power armor’s center mass and helmet. The unit was clearly wounded and whoever was inside having issues controlling the suit. Sparks flew out of the helmet along with a trail of smoke.

      Allowing his forward momentum to carry him into a leap, Frank landed on the power armor’s chest, still firing into the helmet. He looked down the sights of his Punisher GS2000 at point blank range, firing like a madman.

      The power armor fell backward with Frank riding it down to the ground.

      “That’s what we do!” Raj was yelling like he was possessed. “That’s how we do!”

      “Oohrah! Major Lopez screamed. “Kill them all!”

      Colonel Breaker revved his engine, turning his defensive retreat into a forward push.

      Frank turned his attention from the still power armor in front of him toward the enemy that didn’t seem fazed. Frank’s heart fell in his chest and his heavy meat meal grumbled in his bowls as a second power unit appeared from within. The fresh suit of armor started its run on Frank.

      This one was bulkier; its horned helmet looked as large as Frank’s body. Twin cleavers were gripped in either hand of the armor as it put its head down and raced toward Frank.
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      “Frank, look out!” Elly shouted.

      Her warning wasn’t needed. Frank had already seen the approaching hulk; it was impossible to miss. He had seconds to figure out a game plan. It was already racing across the street and would be on Frank much too soon.

      BAM!

      Out of nowhere, Raj slammed his Crawler into the right side of the power armor. The impact of such a collision was enough to twist metal and rent steel. The clash sent both vehicle and armor unit careening into a single-story building twenty yards down the street.

      The Crawler pinned the power armor unit against a grey stone building wall. The wall crumpled around them without completely caving inward.

      Soldiers on both sides of the engagement stood stunned.

      “We’ll cover you, Frank.” Colonel Breaker was the first to find his voice. “Get to the doc.”

      “Roger that.” Frank was already sprinting to where the power armor and Crawler rested in a macabre embrace of metal.

      There was no movement from the front of the vehicle, but the power armor’s red eyes, which showed through the helmet, were beginning to blink on once more.

      Frank constructed the laser sword in his hand. He jumped over the Crawler in a single long leap. Both hands held the hilt of the weapon with the blade pointed down. Frank drove all the force he could muster as he landed on the destroyed hood of the Crawler. The laser blade found the top of the bull-headed armor’s helmet. Frank drove the weapon down through the interior of the armor, hilt deep.

      Whatever alien was in the armor was dead. The power armor twitched. Its eyes went dull, then expired.

      Frank was too concerned about Raj’s wellbeing to see what was happening with the other Crawler and enemy units behind him.

      “Raj, Raj, can you hear me?” Frank jumped down to the driver side of the vehicle, dismissing his laser sword. The front of the dashboard, including the steering wheel, had been crushed inward on Raj.

      Frank tore off the handle of the vehicle with strength channeled by his Will. Raj was motionless. The front of the vehicle had crushed him into his seat.

      “Come on, come on,” Frank said more to himself than anyone listening. Once more, he willed himself to be stronger than he ever could. Frank grabbed the dashboard and the back of the Crawler and pulled the two pieces apart with all of his might.

      Slowly, metal began to rend. Frank’s muscles burned; his hands shook as he refused to give in to what his mind said was impossible.

      “Rrrrrrr!” Frank growled as he twisted the metal parts back.

      Raj sat motionless in his seat as Frank performed the feat. As far as Frank could see, there were no signs that Raj’s helmet had been punctured. Frank’s eyes traveled down Raj’s torso, arms, legs—his eyes stopped on a piece of metal sticking out of Raj’s right leg. No, not a piece of metal; the power armor’s arm holding the sword had managed to penetrate the front of the Crawler. The very tip of the sword had gone through Raj’s armor where his shin met his knee.

      A vulnerable part of the diamond-plated armor was where the plates met, giving the wearer’s joints the ability to move. The crimson red sword had found Raj’s right kneecap. A thin line of blood dripped from the armor.

      “You’re alright, you’re alright,” Frank kept saying out loud. Time slowed. The chaos and thrill of the battle had diminished, leaving a heavy despair in the atmosphere. Somewhere behind him, he was aware of engines roaring to life and the sound of weapons exchange diminish. But right now, he had to focus on Raj.

      Frank gently removed Raj’s helmet. Underneath, thick jet hair was matted to the doctor’s skull. His reddish-brown skin was flush, eyes closed. Frank removed his own gloves, pressing two fingers to Raj’s neck. There was a pulse.

      Far from claiming to be any kind of doctor himself, Frank hoped against hope it was only a concussion that had turned Raj into his comatose state.

      More jet engines screamed through the air just overhead. Frank was forced to turn from his wounded friend and look above. The Draconian pilots had returned from their dog fight above and were now spraying the Behemoth with blaster fire.

      The Chaos soldiers must have realized the fight was over because the Behemoth fired its own engines and was now retreating back into the atmosphere.

      “We’ve got them on the run,” Colonel Breaker said through the comms. “Frank, how’s Raj?”

      “I—I don’t know.” Frank hesitated, trying to look for the right words. “He’s breathing and has a minor wound on his right leg… he... he’s unconscious.”

      “We’re on our way to you,” Colonel Breaker responded.

      Frank waited by the open door of the Crawler. He wanted to remove Raj from the vehicle, but he thought it was better to wait for the others. He’d need a hand when removing the sword that stuck into Raj’s armor like a needle in a pin cushion.

      A moment later, Sava touched down next to Frank. She was glowing with the purple energy. She looked tired, though other than that, none the worse for wear.

      “You have done well,” Sava said, nodding to Frank. She looked into the Crawler with furrowed brows, a discerning eye, and pursed lips. “What is his status?”

      “He’s alive, but we need to get him out,” Frank said, pointing to the power armor’s weapon, which had pierced the front of the Crawler.

      Screeching brakes sounded a second later as the rest of Marine Space Corps One arrived on the scene. Colonel Breaker, Major Lopez, and Elly all jumped off the vehicle, rushing to Frank’s side.

      “We need to get him out of here and to a medical center,” Elly said, placing her Punisher GS2000 on her back and removing her helmet. “Let’s get him out—”

      “There is more here than you realize,” Sava said, leaning into the vehicle to get a better look at the sword tip entering Raj’s leg. “Certain power units coat their blades in poison. I’m afraid this is one such mech.”

      “Why the heck would something this big bother with poison?” Major Lopez said angrily. “The sword is nearly as long as a person.”

      “The Chaos soldiers revel in watching their victims die slowly when possible,” Sava said, shaking her head. “He’s still breathing, which means he stands a chance. I can take him to our triage center faster than any of you. But you have to trust me.”

      “We can take him; he’s one of ours.” Colonel Breaker pushed his way to Raj’s side. “We’ll get him into the other Crawler. Just tell me where—”

      “Not only do I know exactly where to take him, but I can fly.” Sava placed a hand on the colonel’s shoulder as if she sensed the anger in him. “Let me help him. I have a chance at saving him.”

      The colonel paused, uncertain. Not only was this uncharacteristic for him; it confirmed what Frank had already suspected.

      “Sir, Sava is right,” Frank said, putting his emotion aside. “She’s Raj’s best chance.”

      Colonel Breaker nodded dumbly and moved aside. Frank was glad the colonel still wore his helmet; he was afraid he’d see too much in that face at the moment.

      Sava wasted no time. A purple gauntlet coated her right hand as she gripped the sword entering Raj’s knee and pulled it straight out. A spurt of black blood followed the motion. Frank didn’t need to be a doctor to know that black blood was not a good sign.

      Sava pressed her hand to the wound and lifted Raj out of the Crawler. She lifted off the ground, hovering in the air. She looked down at the others.

      “I’ll have a tech send a schematic of the base to your helmets and mark the triage center,” Sava said before she took off in a flash of purple light.

      Frank and the others looked on helplessly as their friend, their brother, was taken away to meet his fate.
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      “I hate waiting,” Frank said, pacing the floor in the roofless machine shed as Elly worked. “We should be there with him.”

      “You heard what Sava said,” Elly reminded Frank. “He’s stabilized and we can see him soon. He’s going to be alright.”

      “Yeah, and how do you know that?” Frank said with more venom than he intended. “I’m sorry, none of this is your fault. I just want to be angry right now. He didn’t need to do that. I could have figured out a way to protect myself. Ugh, why did he have to go all GTA on that thing??? Good initiative, bad judgment.”

      “We’re Marines, Frank,” Elly said, looking up at her spot over the worktable she was hunched over. “Looking out for each other is what we do. Might as well be part of our DNA.”

      Frank mouthed Elly’s words behind her back, rolling his eyes.

      “Are you mimicking a deaf girl behind her back?” Elly asked as if she had eyes in the back of her head.

      “What?” Frank stopped his pacing. “No.”

      “Mmm hmm,” Elly said, clearly not believing him. “Listen, worrying isn’t going to help. Find something to do and focus on doing that. Colonel Breaker’s reporting back to General Fox, Major Lopez is meeting with Sava, and I’m hijacking the force field tech from the power armor we salvaged. Just find something to keep you busy like we’re all doing.”

      Frank looked around the warehouse, chewing the inside of his lip. Sava had directed them to a workshop that had seen better decades. It looked like a greenhouse with a retractable roof that was now open. The warmth of the day beat down through the layers of smoke and ash on the wind.

      The workshop itself was a massive mess of racks, tables, and workbenches full of tools and scrap items Frank wasn’t sure what to call. Some of the tools were obvious—a hammer, a circular blade—but others evaded even Frank’s wildest imagination.

      His eyes were roving over the area when he caught movement to the left. An upturned box the size of a child’s tricycle rustled across the floor. Frank jerked back out of surprise; instinct sent a Colt 1911 into his right hand.

      “Listen, I don’t open up much, but I’m going to now.” Elly kept talking with her back toward Frank as she worked. “Maybe it will help you focus on something else right now. I’m insecure about my hearing loss and these hearing devices I have to wear now. I know, I know; it’s hard to believe an independent woman like myself could be insecure about anything, but it’s true.”

      “No, really?” Frank breathed, keeping his eyes on the moving box. It was ten meters to his right. “What the heck?”

      “We’re all broken people in this life trying to find our way, meeting other broken people as we do.” Elly sighed. “It feels really good to open up to someone. I mean, just the fact that we can have this conversation is liberating. Finding a guy that’s willing to listen these days is like spotting Waldo in one of the impossible books. Those things really piss me off.”

      Frank let Elly drone on as he tiptoed to the box. Hopefully, her voice would cover the faint sound his footsteps made on the ground. Frank reached out with his left hand to grab the carton and reveal whatever it was underneath.

      Just as his hand made contact with the container, it rustled again. A low-pitched whine reverberated from inside the box.

      “Frank, let it out,” Elly said, finally turning from her work. “It’s okay to cr—”

      Elly’s voice abruptly stopped as Frank pulled off the box and shoved his weapon at the creature underneath.

      “What the—” It was Frank’s turn to allow his words to be lost in the moment.

      A black and grey wolf pup with big, honey-brown eyes and wings folded on its back alternated between growling at them and whining. It couldn’t have weighed more than nine kilograms with its furry hindquarters in the air and its front paws flat on the ground. With its tiny teeth, it did its best to look intimidating.

      “Oh my gosh,” Elly squealed, throwing her hands up in the air. “A puppy—with weird alien wings but still, a puppy!”

      Frank wasn’t sure what to do. Pointing a weapon at the alien puppy seemed wrong, but who knew what the creature would do. Who knew if blades would come out of its wings or fire from its mouth?

      “Easy, boy.” Elly put her hands out to calm the tiny beast. “Easy there; no one here is going to hurt you.”

      The small creature seemed to raise an eyebrow as it focused on Frank’s Colt, still pointed at it.

      “Oh come on, Frank. Really?” Elly asked, shaking her head. “You think this little guy’s a threat? He’s more scared of us than we are of him.”

      “I don’t know.” Frank lowered his weapon a fraction of an inch. “I’ve seen some pretty crazy stuff since we’ve been planet hopping. What if it has alien rabies or something?”

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. Come here, boy,” Elly said to the little fur ball, holding her hands out for the creature to sniff. “Look he’s harmless.”

      “If you contract some kind of weird fungus, I can’t be held responsible,” Frank said, letting his weapon disappear. “I tried to stop you.”

      “What’s that sound?” Elly asked, sitting by the creature and stroking its soft fur. “Did you hear something?”

      “Nope, just the occasional whine or kind of mumble from the winged puppy there,” Frank answered, looking all around the workshop to make sure they were the only ones present.

      “I could swear I heard a voice.” Elly shook her head with a confused expression. “Frank, this is going to sound crazy, but I think—I think this little guy’s talking to me.”

      “No—just no.” Frank threw his hands up in sign of surrender. “I can handle dragon people and poisoned blades, but winged puppies communicating with us telepathically? This is too far.”

      Elly burst out laughing as the tiny wolf creature flopped into her lap.

      “No, no, he’s not that bad once you get to know him,” Elly crooned to the creature. “He’s just a blunt instrument, like a hammer.”

      “I’m standing right here,” Frank said with a deep sigh. “I can hear everything you’re saying.”

      Footsteps on the ground grabbed everyone’s attention as all three pairs of eyes swung to the left where the door to the warehouse had been closed. Sava walked into the room, watching Elly and her new companion.

      “I’ve come to tell you that you can see your friend now.” Sava constructed a thin knife in her left hand. “Is the Momo bothering you? I can quickly dispatch it.”

      “Momo? No,” Elly said, wrapping her arms around the creature. “He’s fine.”

      A tiny growl, directed at Sava, came from deep in the beast’s chest.

      “It’s called a Momo?” Frank asked.

      “Yes, they are creatures common enough on our planet.” Sava allowed the knife to evaporate from her palm. “During peacetime, they are trained and raised as pets.”

      “How about not during peacetime?” Frank asked, the question lingering in the air.

      “They can be used as messengers should our network fail or an alternative food supply,” Sava said without blinking an eye.

      “Earmuffs,” Elly said, placing her hands on either of the Momo’s soft fluffy ears that pointed up like triangles. “That’s horrible.”

      “It’s necessary.” Sava waved both Elly and Frank over to the door. “Raj has stabilized enough to see you. Follow me.”

      Frank, Elly, and the Momo trailed behind Sava.

      Elly was carrying on a conversation with the creature as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      Sava took them on a course through the military base that led them down a wide street with bright lights that fought back the coming night. Crawlers and trucks drove by with wide-eyed Draconians taking in the unlikely group of Sava, the Marines, and the Momo.

      “You fought poorly today,” Sava said without looking at Frank. “Your use of Will is primitive at best.”

      “Jeez, thanks.” Frank bit back a harsher reply. “How would you know what I fought like? I thought you were pulling a Wonder Woman, zipping around in the air.”

      “We have cameras that monitor every inch of the compound,” Sava explained. “As for this wonderful woman you speak of, if she is a merciless warrior, then yes, I was very much like her today.”

      “I’ll learn,” Frank said, channeling his anger into something useful. “I’ll get better.”

      “For everyone’s sake, I hope so.” Sava gave Frank a piercing stare. “I hope so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      “There he is,” Raj said with a stupid grin on his face. “We did it, Frank. Frank and Raj. Raj and Frank, we were like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid out there.”

      “Didn’t they both die at the end of that movie?” Frank took a closer look at Raj, who lay on a stark hospital bed propped up with a mountain of pillows behind him. “Why are your pupils so dilated?”

      Frank and Elly had been shown to Raj’s room in the medical center. Elly had decided to stand outside with Momo and Sava. It seemed she didn’t trust the Draconian after her statement of eating her little friend. Once Frank came out, she would go in to see Raj.

      “Of course my pupils are dilated.” Raj rolled his eyes. “I’m as high as a kite right now, Frank, and you know what?”

      Raj paused, looking at Frank to answer his question.

      “I have no idea,” Frank answered.

      “It feels great,” Raj said, smiling as he interlaced his hands behind his head and looked round the room. “I mean, look at this wonderful bed and breakfast. They have cable television, a snack bar, and what’s that door lead to? Dare I think a private balcony?”

      “That’s a monitor checking your heart rate.” Frank pointed to what Raj had claimed to be a TV. “Your snack bar is a desk full of medical supplies, and I think your private balcony is a bathroom.”

      “Let’s agree to disagree,” Raj said, shrugging. “Man, we were great out there. I took out that second power armor unit like a linebacker sacking a quarterback.”

      “Yeah, why did you do that?” Frank said, shaking his head, trying to sound grateful. “You could have been seriously—more seriously injured. I would have found a way to defeat it.”

      “I saw my brother in need,” Raj said, explaining to Frank like it was the simplest concept to grasp. “I just reacted. You would have done the same for me.”

      “Yeah, but I have these crazy vambraces that protect me when I do stuff like that,” Frank said, starting to feel irritated. “Just—you have to be more careful out there man.”

      “Frank, are you worried about my wellbeing?” Raj said, sitting up in bed with a silly smile on his face. “Are we becoming best friends right now?”

      “No, stop it.” Frank rolled his eyes.

      “I think we need a friendship hug,” Raj said, opening his arms wide. “Come on, come on, get in here. You know you want to.”

      “No way,” Frank said, shaking his head. “There is no way I’m giving you a hug; maybe a high five.”

      “How about a side hug?” Raj insisted.

      “We can do a fist pound,” Frank countered.

      “A brief embrace, patting each other on the back,” Raj pushed.

      “Three pats, that’s it.”

      “Done.”

      Frank awkwardly walked to the bed and bent in to pat Raj on the back.

      Elly opened the door the exact second Raj and Frank began performing their agreed-upon three pats.

      “Hey, I’m just going to bring the Momo in here with me. Sava keeps looking at him like he’s tonight’s din—what are you guys doing?” Elly asked as the Momo trotted into the room and began sniffing around.

      “Nothing.” Frank pulled away from the hug.

      “We’re sharing a moment,” Raj said at the same time. “I’m sharing a moment with my best friend.”

      Colonel Breaker’s voice came over the comms the next second. Even without their helmets, the translation tech administered by Elly while on the planet Atmos still allowed them to communicate. “Marines, I just got off the horn with General Fox and have reports that Raj is healing and ready to take visitors. I want you all to meet me in Raj’s quarters in the medical section and we can go over next steps.”

      “Roger that,” Frank said, listening to Elly and Major Lopez give the same answer.

      “What’s your flying wolf cub’s name?” Raj asked as if seeing the creature hadn’t even fazed him in the slightest. “What is he?”

      “He’s a Momo, and I don’t have a name for him yet,” Elly said, reaching down again and scratching the animal behind his ears. “We need to think of something cool.”

      “Oh, like Mr. Fluffy McFlufferson?” Raj asked too enthusiastically.

      “No, I said something cool.” Elly shook her head. “Oh, also I don’t think I’m hearing random voices and going crazy after all.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Frank said under this breath.

      Elly waved aside the snide remark. “I thought I was hearing voices in my head, but I actually think my hearing devices and translator are able to pick up the Momo’s sounds and translate them for me.”

      “I know I’m high,” Raj said, pointing to Frank. “But, Elly, what have you been smoking?”

      “No, I’m serious,” Elly said, looking back and forth from Frank to Raj for some kind of support. “I don’t know exactly how it all works, but I know I can understand what he’s saying.”

      “What who’s saying?” Major Lopez asked as she and Colonel Breaker walked through the door. “What is that thing?”

      “Ms. Wong over here thinks she’s the Momo whisperer,” Raj said, twirling a pointed finger around the right side of his head.

      “What’s a Momo?” Colonel Breaker asked.

      “That is a Momo.” Frank pointed to the tiny winged creature who lifted a leg and peed in the corner of the room.

      “Oh no, I’m sorry I knew you said you had to go, but I thought you could hold it longer.” Elly grabbed a towel off a supply cart and placed it on the pool of urine as she talked to the animal. “No, I don’t think they’ll think any less of you; you had to go. It’s a natural thing.”

      “All right,” Colonel Breaker said over Elly’s mother-like pampering. “Let’s stay on point here. I spoke with General Fox and he’s taking our findings up the chain of command. We’re to post up here and offer what support we can until we have further orders. One thing’s for certain. Sava wasn’t lying about what’s going on here and everything points to an actual invasion by the Lord of Chaos.”

      Colonel Breaker took a large breath before he continued.

      “The Den has already had word from Heron and the Neeve. They’ll support whatever way they can. Both Houses on Atmos are united against the Lord of Chaos. They’ll be offering aid and arriving through the gate tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ll be coordinating with the Draconians here to understand their defensive positions and find out how best to deploy while we wait to hear back from General Fox.”

      Something inside Frank stirred at the mention of the Neeve. Images of Princess Vega crossed his thoughts as he pictured the woman he had met on Atmos. The way she smiled at him when they jumped on her Thunderbird, Warrior. The jasmine and cedar wood scent of her hair while she sobbed in his arms after learning about her father’s demise and mother’s brokenness. The blood on her sword after she dispatched justice on the man who betrayed her family. She was unlike anyone he had ever come across in his life.

      Don’t kid yourself, Frank, Frank reminded himself. She has a kingdom to run. It won’t be her traveling through the gateway. She’ll send some of her men and an envoy, nothing more.

      “In the meantime, Raj, you’re on bed rest. Sava said the poison has left your system weak. I’ll give you a day or two before I need you in the field. Elly, keep your dog from pissing on anything else and get those force fields working on our suits. Major Lopez, you’ll run point with the Neeve. I don’t think they’ll butt heads with the Draconians and it’s up to you to see they don’t.” Colonel Breaker turned to Frank. “Frank, you and I are going to pay a visit to the Draconian leader. Sava has already requested time with you to teach you in the ways of the Arilion order.”

      “Of course she did,” Frank said, shaking his head. As usual, his stomach was already reminding him when his last meal had been.

      “Let’s get to work,” Colonel Breaker said, looking each of them in the eyes. “We’re up against something Earth has never seen: the Lord of Chaos. But he’s never run into Marines until now either. Let’s prepare so we can make sure we properly introduce ourselves when we finally get the chance.”
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      Dinner was a rushed affair of canned food and water. The lumpy meat and green stuff inside Frank’s tin tasted like old meatballs and tuna. He wasn’t going to complain, not when he saw every other Draconian eating the same thing he was.

      After the short stop for food, Sava led them to a two-story building with reinforced metal walls and an arched dome. They passed three security checkpoints before they were allowed inside.

      “Our Prime is given every security measure the Draconian people have to offer,” Sava said, pulling her calf-length robe around her. The coffee wool wrap contrasted with the brightness of her green scales. “If he were to fall, we’d be lost. He holds us together, gives our people hope in time of despair.”

      Frank exchanged glances with the colonel.

      The way Sava carried on about the Prime was strange. In the brief time Frank had known her, she didn’t hand out the slightest bit of praise.

      The two Marines followed Sava through a building made of marble with pillars raised to the ceiling. Most of the glass had been replaced with see-through shutters. The skeleton staff that did remain in the building saluted Sava and did their best not to gawk at the humans.

      After two left turns, Sava led them to a closed door of reclaimed lumber with an iron knob. She knocked twice.

      “Come in, come in,” a rather old yet strong voice said from the other side. “Don’t keep our guests waiting.”

      Sava opened the door, ushering the men into a room with a thick carpet underfoot, leather-bound furniture and enough books to make Heron happy for the rest of his life. Each wall was lined with volumes upon volumes of dense texts.

      To the left stood a wide desk and two brown chairs. In the center of the room was a comfortable-looking sofa and two more high-backed chairs around a wooden table.

      A hunched Draconian walked briskly over to the door, extending a scaled hand. He was older, but his age did not dictate the fire in his eyes or the strength of his handshake. He wore a black and white pinstriped suit with a monocle hanging out of his breast pocket.

      “Colonel Breaker, Frank Wolffe,” he said, nodding to each of them in turn. “My name is Clav Kirkhoden. I’m the Prime here leading the Draconian people through our darkest hour. I’m so very glad you’ve decided to come to our aid.”

      “Sava was more than convincing,” Colonel Breaker responded.

      “Please, come in and sit.” Prime Kirkhoden moved to the side and ushered them to the sofa and chairs gathered around the wooden table. “May I offer you a drink? We don’t have much, but I’ve managed to save some Seppukarian whisky that does the job.”

      Frank took a seat in one of the armchairs beside the colonel. Clav Kirkhoden sat with Sava on the sofa. Without waiting to hear the answer to his question, he began pouring a dark amber liquor from a glass decanter into four short glasses.

      “Thank you,” Frank said as Prime Kirkhoden passed him a glass. One whiff of the potent substance and Frank fought back the urge to cough.

      “To new friendships, alliances bound in the Light, and free species joining together.” Clav lifted his glass.

      “To victory,” Colonel Breaker agreed.

      “And the death of our enemies,” Sava added.

      All eyes turned to Frank.

      He stopped with the glass halfway to his open mouth. “Dilly, dilly.”

      Frank saw Colonel Breaker crack a grin out of his peripheral vision. The two words seemed enough to satisfy the Prime and Arilion Knight sitting across from him.

      The whisky was like drinking liquid fire. It burned its way down Frank’s throat. It took everything in him not to gag. Immediately following the alcohol hitting his stomach, a warm relaxed feeling flowed to every finger, every toe of his sore body.

      Prime Kirkhoden smacked his lips and set his empty glass down on the table. “I wish we had more time to get to know one another, but the hard truth is that we are pressed for every hour. I understand one of your allies, the Neeve, has agreed to aid us in our fight against the Lord of Chaos.”

      “That’s right.” Colonel Breaker swirled the remnants of his whisky in his glass. “They’ll arrive tomorrow morning.”

      Prime Kirkhoden cracked a huge smile full of sharp teeth in relief.

      “I believe this may mark a turning point in the war,” Prime Kirkhoden said with his gruff voice to everyone in attendance. “You see, we’ve lacked manpower, not the hunger, not the tools, to win this conflict. We are well-equipped with weapons of warfare! But our numbers… They have been whittled down by the constant attack of the Chaos army. Their constant barrages take more of our soldiers. With your and the Neeve’s aid, I think we can not only defend this planet, we can take the fight to the Chaos Lord himself!”

      “Do you know where he is?” Frank asked. “I thought he was hiding somewhere past the known universe.”

      “You’re correct.” Prime Kirkhoden stood from his seat, nodding, and walked over to one of the many bookcases lining the wall. He reached up to a brass tube that hung off one of the higher shelves. In one smooth motion, he pulled down a map of the galaxy. “Our planet, Brytanna, is found in the Sanctum Galaxy.”

      Prime Kirkhoden pointed to a tiny planet on the topmost part of the chart. Beyond the planet was nothing except black on the map. The Draconian Prime pulled a white pen from his jacket inside pocket and formed lines coming from the blackness of space toward Brytanna.

      “We’ve kept track of every single attack on our planet,” he explained drawing lines from a central part of the dark universe to the planet of Brytanna. Although the locations where Brytanna was attacked spread out across their planet, the origin points of the attack all came from a shared point. “Of course we don’t have an exact location as to where the Chaos Lord has grown in power, but we have narrowed down the section of space to explore.”

      “The enemy’s strength would have to be confirmed in any scenario in which we go hunting for him.” Colonel Breaker swigged the last of his whisky as if it were water and returned his glass to the smooth wood table in front of him. “And you’re sure you have the ships that would be needed to go on such an offensive?”

      “I agree: a scouting force would have to be dispatched to find where the Lord of Chaos has set up his base. But I think he’s smart. I think he has remained just out of eyesight for all these years, understanding that when he was ready to make his return, he would already be within striking range.” In an odd way, Prime Clav Kirkhoden seemed to admire the enemy lord’s strategy. He then looked over to Sava. “I’ll let Sava run you through our military stores at the moment.”

      “We’ve been preparing for war since I found out I was an Arilion Knight and sensed this darkness coming,” Sava explained to Frank and the Colonel. “We stocked supplies and built our warships twice as fast as normal production. What we didn’t plan for was the ferocity of the first few waves of attacks. We lost more than half of our military in those initial months.”

      Frank could see the pain in her face. Though she tried to remain focused on the task at hand, her jutting jaw, clenched fist, and the distant stare in her eye gave away the emotional battle that still waged within. Somehow, she contained herself and continued.

      “We are prepared for a deep space assault. We have a titan class warship, transport ships of our own, as well as two wings of Dragoons ready to be deployed at a moment’s notice.” Sava looked over at the Prime. “As Prime Kirkhoden has explained, we lack not the resources but rather the manpower to put our plan into motion.”

      “With the aid of two planets and their warriors as well as two Arilion Knights, we will succeed and push the darkness back,” Clav said, pounding a fist against the wooden bookshelf he stood beside. “We can do this and win the war together.”

      “How come no other races have joined you?” Frank couldn’t help but ask. “I’m sure you’ve reached out to them.”

      “Most don’t believe us.” Sava shook her head in thought. “The Lord of Chaos is a myth on all but a few planets. The devastation of the Chaos War was all too real to us and others nearby. Others, like your Earth in the Milky Way, had no idea. Too primitive or self-involved to know the suffering experienced at the hands of the madman. Yet we considered traveling to other planets with envoys if we could only spare the manpower. I can only imagine the Light chose me to be an Arilion Knight to prepare for this time. It was waiting for you too when you arrived on Atmos, Frank. Whether it has chosen others across the universe, I do not know. What I do know is that we were selected for a reason.”

      “You’re talking about the Light like it’s alive,” Frank said, trying to understand what Sava was saying.

      “Isn’t it?” Sava cocked her head to the side. “It is alive in me. A fire has burned bright inside of me my entire life and now I know why. This is a lesson left for tomorrow when your training begins.”

      Why does everybody want to train me? Frank bit his tongue and thought to himself. First the United States, then Heron, and now Sava. It could be interesting, though. Sava actually is a Knight; maybe she can teach me how to fly.

      “I see the value in your plan,” Colonel Breaker said, standing up from his seat. “I’ll relay it to my superiors.”

      “Thank you,” Clav said, looking at the map were Brytanna stood as the first planet against the darkness of the universe. “If we give the Lord of Chaos a foothold in our galaxy, other planets and possibly other galaxies will fall soon thereafter. The battle for the universe has begun anew.”
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      Frank was shown to his own room with a shower and a surprisingly soft bed. The mechanical motions of undressing and entering the steaming embrace of the water were second nature. His mind was going a hundred miles an hour as he thought of everything from the slim possibility of seeing Princess Vega the next day to learning to fly, but mostly the over/under on seeing Vega once more.

      If he was honest with himself, he had thought about her every day since leaving Atmos. Frank turned off the shower and dried his body and hair. He looked at himself through the square bathroom mirror. The man he saw looking back at him he still recognized, but there was no denying a change was taking place.

      A few days’ stubble grew on his chin and his eyes were tired; still, an intensity burned there. Frank’s will had always been ironclad, but now that he knew what it truly was, it gave him even more strength.

      Frank walked into his small room in his towel and let himself fall onto his bed. He was asleep in less than a minute. Memories of his childhood would not let him rest well.

      “Why are you so poor, Franky Woof Woof?”

      “I heard his mom is dying.”

      “I heard his dad is so poor, he eats trash.”

      Frank was ten again, being pinned against a cold, rough brick wall in an alley after school. His thin arms and scrawny legs, swimming in the clothes that were too big for him, even beyond the popular baggy style, were nothing like the mounds of muscle he had packed on in the Marines and thereafter; all the brawn of today did him no good at the age of ten. Frank was trapped in his dream, looking at the scene in front of him without power to change a single thing.

      Two boys towered over him and held him to the hard brick wall as a third boy went through his tattered backpack. The tow-headed bully rummaging through Frank’s bag pulled out a worn copy of Legionnaire Frank had checked out from the library.

      “No, don’t, leave my stuff alone,” Frank said, struggling against the larger boys’ grasp to no avail.

      “No don’t,” the bully mimicked Frank, tearing open the book and ripping out a few pages, then flinging the book to the ground. “You’re so poor, Franky Woof Woof, you can’t even buy your own books. You have to get them from the library.”

      The other two boys chuckled; the thick, ruddy one on his left squeezed Frank’s arm tighter in order to make him flinch. Frank didn’t give the bully the satisfaction. Instead, he bit the inside of his cheek so hard he drew blood.

      Watching this version of himself without being able to do anything was torture. Frank had relived this moment dozens of times. Somehow, now it was different; now he hated seeing how weak he had been even more.

      “Do something; they’re going to beat you up anyway,” Frank said in his dream as he looked at the younger version of himself.

      “I don’t know why we bother with this poor piece of waste,” the boy on Frank’s other arm sighed. “Let’s just kick him around and get going. We should try to grab one of the kids that actually has something to steal next time.”

      The lead bully dropped Frank’s bag and walked over to him with a clenched right fist. He was only a grade older than Frank, but at this stage of his life, he might as well have been a titan.

      “If you kneel and lick my shoes, I’ll make it easier on you,” the bully sneered at Frank, lifting one of his shiny basketball-style high tops with the emblem of a man dunking that was smeared in mud. “Eat some of the mud off the top, poor boy.”

      For the first time, Frank was beginning to see something in his memory he never had before. He noticed how the younger version of himself hadn’t cried out when his arm was twisted. A grin touched Frank’s lips as he looked on at his younger self and what he knew the kid was about to do.

      The boys on either side of young Frank shoved him to the ground. The little scrawny kid with shoes a size too small for him fell to the poorly paved alley floor.

      “That’s it.” The main bully lifted his shoe and pressed it into younger Frank’s face. “Eat it like you eat the garbage every night for dinner your dying mommy makes yo—”

      A sharp inhale from the bully that sounded more like a small girl gasp escaped his lips as Frank planted a right fist into the boy’s groin. Smaller Frank jumped on top of the fallen bully, landing wild punches.

      “Don’t you ever talk about my family, don’t you ever talk about my mom and dad, you Neanderthal,” younger Frank screamed.

      Younger Frank got in a few wild blows before he was dragged off the boy. The once towering bully had now assumed the fetal position on the ground.

      Frank watched as his ten-year-old self was kicked and bloodied by the other two larger boys. He was impressed that, at such a young age, he had known what the word Neanderthal had meant. He was glad he had hit the bully in the ball sack even if he did take a pounding for it. Pain would heal, but memories lasted forever.

      The other thing he noticed was that spark of defiance, that will to fight against impossible odds that lived inside him now.

      Before, as a scrawny kid, it had been an ember barely glowing in the light of bullies and his family’s financial and health situation. In the Marines, it was a fire, pushing his body to do whatever his mind told him needed to get done. If he was going to live to see the end of the Lord of Chaos, this same will would have to be stoked and turned into a raging inferno.

      For the first time in his life, he could begin to understand. The pain of a child who held no control over his circumstances, could only try to grow his character and hope one day it would all be fair. That life would continue to be unfair. Also that good could come of it. His determination allowed him to provide for his parents now. It would seem his determination might also help save the universe. At least the Draconians for now.

      Frank began to wake up. His view of younger Frank dissipated until he lay staring at the dark ceiling above his bed.

      Someone was knocking on his door. The sound wasn’t soft, but neither was it jarring.

      “Yes,” Frank asked, suddenly aware he had fallen asleep in his shower towel.

      “I’ve left some training clothes for you outside your door.” Sava’s cold voice found its way through the barrier. “I’ll wait for you outside the building. Hurry, time is precious.”

      Frank listened for the tall Draconian to walk down the hall before he rubbed his eyes and sat up in bed. The single window that looked out into the military base showed a dark sky.

      “Is it just me or am I being put through the meat grinder?” Frank asked himself out loud as he opened the door and brought in the clothes waiting for him. “If I’m not fighting, I’m training or being pulled into awkward conversations about feelings.”

      Frank examined the clothes. They were familiar enough: black ankle-height cross-trainers with drawstring mesh shorts and a matching dri fit shirt. Frank quickly dressed, wondering who had chosen the clothes for him. They fit perfectly. He added his vambraces to his outfit. It was second nature to him now to take them wherever he went.

      A few minutes later, he was traveling down the long hall of the barracks to the door that led outside. On either side of the hall were dozens of doors leading into more sleeping quarters. Soft snores and mumbles reached Frank through the doors, teasing at his own lack of slumber.

      Frank opened the door leading outside as an icy wind took him by surprise. He shivered, looking at Sava, who was still wrapped in her long brown cloak, a deep hood pulled over her head.

      “Wait a minute, how come I don’t get a cloak, robe thing?” Frank laced his arms across his chest, trying not to shake. “Something feels wrong, maybe even speciesist about this.”

      “You worry about such insignificant thing, Frank. The whole universe lies before us awaiting protection against a pending darkness,” Sava chided him.

      “Look, all I’m saying is, it’s frickin’ freezing, Mr. Bigglesworth,” Frank muttered through chattering teeth.

      “I do not know this Mr. Bigglesworth. Come, our exercise room is not far.” Sava rolled her eyes and motioned Frank to follow.

      “Frank, I have been preparing for the battle with the Chaos Lord for several turns around the sun. You may even say, I have been training since birth. My ancestor founded the Knights Order generations ago, but our people and my family have always honored the way of the Arilion Knights. When the vambraces illuminated and found their way to me, I uncovered all the tomes I could acquire to my possession. I poured through each page, searching for instruction, for wisdom, and for knowledge on how to channel and honor the Will.” She turned to Frank, allowing him to see her face hidden by the hood. “Do you understand?”

      “I think I’m starting to. Tell me more about this obsession,” he replied.

      “Obsession indeed. I learned through the Magnum Opus of Arilion Knight Oday how Will can be focused through the vambraces to extend further. That it comes from within a Knight. It was said that at the end of his life, he no longer required vambraces to channel Will. It was from his exegesis that I first learned flight. After the first waves of attacks, our Prime knew I would need a space to train future Knights.” As Sava spoke, her mind seemed elsewhere, far from the chilly, ash-strewn walkway they traversed.

      “How did you know there would be more? You said you knew about me. Were you stalking my Facebook?”

      “You know nothing, Frank Wolffe.” She shook her head. “The Will. It revealed to me in a vision where to find you. The Accounts of the Great Scourge of Mekelmor stated that the Light had ignited the Knights who could harness the power of the Will to triumph over the darkness. So, naturally, as this Chaos blitzkrieg continued, I knew it was only a matter of time until more Knights were called forth.”

      “Visions, Great Scourge of Mekelmor, Light and darkness…” Frank mulled over Sava’s words. “This stuff is so crazy. I think I’m only just starting to scratch the surface of what it means or has meant to be an Arilion Knight, but I do know one thing. I know I have no tolerance for bullies - be they cyber, dictators, or freaky ancient shadowy guys. I’m ready to fight. Show me how. Sign me up.”

      “Your training starts now. I’ll be honest with you, Frank Wolffe, I’m going to try and break you. Your strength of Will, will be what your enemy seeks to carve from your soul when they realize your power. The Lord of Chaos will manipulate and lie to you if he thinks he cannot physically overcome you.”

      “Sounds like a fun guy,” Frank replied. “Can’t wait to meet him.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Sava said, leading Frank to a single-story circular-shaped building. She placed her hand on a security reader by a pair of steel double doors. There was a slight click before the doors swung open. Frank wasn’t prepared for what he saw inside.
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      The entire circle-shaped building was no more than two rooms. A circular hall ran the perimeter of the building. Separating it from the inner portion were glass walls. Everything was stark white.

      “Walk with me,” Sava said, placing her hands behind her back as she made her way down the stark hall. “When I was first chosen by the Light five years ago and knew I was an Arilion, I understood this was all happening for a reason. The Prime and I began building not only weapons of war, but we created this training room to prepare me for what was to come.”

      Frank listened to what Sava was saying, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the huge circular room to his left. The glass walls let him see inside. As far as he could tell, there was nothing in there. It was an empty room whose perimeter had to span a full city block.

      “This training room has forged my will into something that I know will never be broken,” Sava went on to explain. “What I’ve learned, what I’ve accomplished here has changed my life and I know it will do the same for you. We won’t have as much time as I’d like, but any time spent in the Proving Ground will be of value to you.”

      “The Proving Ground?” Frank looked at the back of Sava’s head. “Are you trying to not make me want to get in there? What is it anyway?”

      “You’ll see,” Sava said, slowing her forward momentum. “Here we are. I’d like to introduce you to Laloid and I believe you know Ms. Wong.”

      “Oh hey, how’s it going there?” A Draconian with a goatee and glasses stood up from a desk full of buttons and monitors. As far as Draconians went, he was short, just touching a six foot height. “Oh, wow another Arilion Knight. May I shake your hand? I have to say it is a true honor to be working with you.”

      Frank extended his right hand, which was soon enveloped by the Draconian’s palm. He thought Laloid was about to ask him for his autograph next, when he actually did.

      “Hey, so I know this may not be professional, but would you mind signing my chest?” Laloid asked, producing a black pen from his back pocket and pulling down his light brown jumpsuit. “Sava wouldn’t do it, but I believe in good luck and I think having an Arilion Knight sign my body will be a metric ton of good luck.”

      “There is no such thing as luck.” Sava narrowed her eyes at Laloid. “We need you to get back to work.”

      “I don’t mind.” Frank accepted the pen and wrote his name on Laloid’s chest. “There you go. Now you can’t take a shower for the rest of your life or you’ll be out of luck.”

      Laloid accepted the pen, but then the corners of his mouth drooped as he considered Frank’s words.

      “He’s teasing, Laloid,” Elly stood up from her chair, where the sleeping Momo was curled up in a ball. “They got me up earlier than you. You better kill it in the Proving Grounds.”

      “Hey, why are you here?” Frank looked at Elly, confused.

      “Colonel Breaker asked if someone from Marine Space Corp One could be present during training.” Elly took off her glasses and rubbed at tired eyes. “Because I’m the resident genius, I got the job.”

      “Lucky you,” Frank said, looking down at the monitors, buttons, and dials at the control desk where Elly and Laloid sat. “So what exactly is the Proving Ground?”

      “It’s like boot camp on futuristic meth,” Elly said, giving Frank a sorrowful look. “It’s one of those ‘it’s going to hurt you more than it’s going to hurt me’ types of deals.”

      “Let’s begin,” Sava said, walking around the technicians to a door set into the wall that would provide access to the giant white room. A series of locks unclasped, followed by a hiss as she opened the door. She looked over to Frank. “After you.”

      “What a gentleman,” Frank said, walking into the room expecting anything. His heartbeat was racing as fast as the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

      It was even brighter inside the white room. Frank blinked a few times before his eyes got used to the illumination.

      “Easy there, Frank.” Elly’s voice came through speakers somewhere overhead as Sava locked the door behind him. “Your heart rate is spiking.”

      “Yeah, I noticed that.” Frank looked at Sava as she double checked to make sure the only visible entrance to the room was sealed tight. “I wonder why.”

      “Oh man, this is epic, this is history,” Laloid said over the speakers. “I mean, not one but two Arilion Knights training together. This is legendary. I grew up on stories like this.”

      “Laloid, we can hear you.” Sava sounded annoyed.

      “Oh, right, sorry,” Laloid said.

      “Tell me what you think you know about Will and being a member of the Arilion Knights means.” Sava removed her hood, exposing her horns and the long hair that fell between them. “There are no wrong answers, not yet.”

      “Just what others have told me.” Frank tried recalling details he’d learned from Heron. “There was a war between the Lord of Chaos and the Light thousands of years ago. The forces of Light forged the vambraces and founded the Arilion Knights. The vambraces are powered by the user’s strength of Will. We can construct whatever we want using them.”

      “Better than I expected,” Sava said, looking back to Elly and Laloid at the control booth. “Laloid, play the origin story, please.”

      “Right away,” Laloid said, trying to keep the excitement out of his voice and failing.

      “Do you guys have coffee or anything like that here?” Frank heard Elly ask before the speaker was turned off again.

      A growing whirring of a foreign machine powering up could be heard before the white room went pitch black. The act was followed by millions of lights and faintly glowing clouds blinking into life. Frank understood it was a holographic view of the universe with more planets and stars than he could imagine.

      There were galaxies with no more than a single orbiting planet around a star to ones with dozens of planets, all various shapes and sizes. Every color was represented in the map in front of him, from pale blues to bright oranges and reds based on the gases that made up each celestial object. Asteroid belts and fields caught Frank’s eye as well as suns and supernovas.

      Frank extended a hand to a bright orange star in front of him. His palm passed right through it.

      “This is the universe as we know it,” Sava began to explain. “Even with our superior technology, it is impossible to have a full map of the universe. As far as we can tell, it is never-ending and always expanding.”

      The hologram all around Frank transitioned from stars to a group of alien men and women. They stood shoulder to shoulder, all various sizes and shapes. One of the aliens looked like a fish on two feet and another an insect with a pair of legs and four arms.

      They all wore different variations of the vambraces on Frank’s own forearms. Some were short; others long to perfectly fit on the aliens’ forearms. Each vambrace was slightly different as well. The alien runes etched on their vambraces varied from wearer to wearer.

      They all wore the same uniform: a fitted, sleek armor to cover potentially vulnerable areas of their bodies with additional protection on their shoulders and torsos. The main color of their uniform was black and dark purple outlining, with the torso section matching the color of their vambraces. On the left side of their chest was an emblem that was different for each member. Frank guessed it was the planet they fought from or the military corps they served under on their unique planet.

      One thing they all shared in common was the intensity that lived in their eyes. Frank had seen the look before in the faces of Marines when facing down an enemy. It spoke of violence, determination, and victory no matter what the sacrifice.

      “During the Chaos War, every planet was called upon to aid,” Sava began. “Thousands answered the call. The forces of Light forged vambraces to represent every planet willing to fight. Only one from each planet was chosen as worthy to don the vambraces and take up the mantle of an Arilion Knight. It was not and is not a power taken lightly or haphazardly. Although there are only two of us, we carry the torch for a clan of very real warriors. It will be up to us to fight in their name.”

      The army of Arilion Knights in front of Frank changed again. This time, he was standing in the middle of a frenzied battlefield. Frank actually moved to the side as a Chaos soldier drove a lance into the shield of an Arilion Knight. In every corner, the forces of the Chaos Lord met the combined armies of the Arilion Knights and all the soldiers from their planets. Added to the scene were sounds of war booming all around him.

      Somewhere in the back of Frank’s mind, he understood he was still in a safe room. The images were only projected for him to see and the noise of warfare just pumped through the speakers.

      Still, it felt quite real to Frank. The floor even shuddered under his feet as a rocket exploded. A group of hairy aliens with clubs were vaporized by the exploding projectile.

      “This is what we face,” Sava said just above a whisper.

      A shadow was falling over the battlefield. The Chaos army parted, allowing something or someone to pass through their own ranks. The figure was massive, easily as large as a power armor unit. The monster was made up of armor like a man, but Frank understood there was no man underneath. Black wings made of fire and darkness more than flesh, feather, and bone spread out on either side of the beast. A horned helmet revealed a pair of burning red eyes underneath.

      Frank couldn’t help but take a step back from the monster bearing down on him. The Lord of Chaos was more than just a giant physical specimen to fear. He carried the sense of doom with him. A voice in Frank’s head was already talking him down from even trying to fight the monster. He felt empty, without hope.

      How can anything stand up against this? Frank thought to himself. How can anyone even have a chance at fighting this demon?

      The Chaos Lord loomed closer, reaching out with an open hand for Frank.
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      Frank was rooted to his spot. The Marine inside him would not allow him to turn and run. Frank still understood this was a simulation, but the question stood boldly in his mind.

      How are you going to beat this thing?

      “All right, Laloid,” Sava shouted over the sounds of war still playing out in the holographic scene around them. “That’s enough.”

      Frank blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust back to the bright white of the room’s original state.

      “Did you feel it too?” Frank asked, remembering the hopeless feeling that had stolen his will to fight. “It was like—it felt like—”

      “It feels like every ounce of good in you has been sucked out of your soul,” Sava said, staring hard at Frank. “The Chaos Lord will use this tactic when we strike. Everyone on our side—Human, Neeve, and Draconian—will feel it. When they do, they will be looking to us for guidance. We must be their light in the dark.”

      Frank licked at his dry lips, thinking on Sava’s words.

      “When all hope seems lost, we will stand,” Sava said, repeating an ancient oath. “When the universe is on the brink of annihilation, we will pull it back. The Arilion Knights will find a way.”

      “I need you not to hold back during training.” Frank snapped out of his daze. “I need you to beat me down over and over again so I can learn. I never want to feel that hopeless again.”

      “Let’s go to work.” The left corner of Sava’s mouth turned upward in a grin. “Laloid, load the pressure cooker program.”

      “Understood,” Laloid said from over the speaker.

      “Why do you have to have all these hopeless names?” Frank stretched his arms on either side of his body and jumped up on his toes to warm up.

      “Hey, Frank—Frank, it’s Elly.” Elly’s voice came through the speakers.

      “Yeah, Elly, I knew it was you.” Frank looked back to the window where Elly and Laloid sat.

      Elly waved. “So I took it upon myself to make you a little training mixtape. You said you work better with music. Enjoy.”

      Frank couldn’t help but smile as the boom-boom-clap of “We Will Rock You” by Queen emanated from the speaker system in the room and into his chest.

      To Frank’s surprise, Sava didn’t say anything. Holograms popped to life in the circular room. This time, the room stayed lit; an orange sun shone overhead. Frank stood beside every member of Space Marine Corps One as well as a handful of civilians, men, women, and children. Even Sava stood with her arms crossed against her chest with the group.

      The group’s backs were to a hard wall that extended to the ceiling. Another stone wall stood across the room in front of them, being pushed forward slowly by a dozen Chaos power units.

      “No!” a woman screamed, running to the approaching wall, slamming her shoulder against it and trying to stop its forward movement. “They’re going to crush us! Help me!”

      Panic washed over the group as some screamed in hysteria. Colonel Breaker’s hologram and the rest of the unit ran to the wall slowly coming forward, throwing their weight behind it and trying to keep it back.

      “Frank, help us!” the holographic version of Raj yelled.

      Frank didn’t waste time joining the group as they pushed together. Frank reached deep inside, adding Will to his strength, both hands on the cold stone surface sliding toward them. Frank fought to find his footing.

      “Don’t give up,” Frank yelled. “Push!”

      Frank’s feet slipped on the hard dirt ground no matter where he placed them. The wall pushing in on them rose to the ceiling. The only way Frank could see the power armor units was through a translucent panel in the stone wall that showed their helmets and glowing red eyes.

      No matter how much Will Frank forced into his arms, no matter how hard he battered his shoulder against the wall, he couldn’t stop the momentum of the sliding slab of rock. Panic and fear inked their way into his body with shallow breaths, heart racing and ice in his veins.

      “This is how it’s going to be.” Sava lounged against the far wall. “You can handle a war zone, but can you handle a war zone in the face of impossible odds, when everything hinges on you?”

      “Raaaaaw,” Frank growled, screaming in anger that he couldn’t stop the wall. He only had five yards to work with before he and all the holograms would be crushed between the two slabs of stone.

      Frank constructed every kind of brace he could imagine from steel rods that stuck into the ground as well as those that touched both stone walls. It was useless; the purple constructs all snapped under the pressure of the coming wall.

      Steel weights, beams, even a purple power armor unit Frank managed to construct of his own weren’t strong enough to push back the wall.

      “Come on, Frank, time is running out,” Sava said from right behind him.

      Within moments, they would be crushed between the stonewalls. The Marines beside him never gave up; the civilians were already screaming in panic.

      “The answer isn’t over or through,” Sava said as if she were reading Frank’s thoughts. “It’s your Will against the end of the universe. It’s just you against them.”

      Frank’s lungs burned, his hairline matted with sweat, the muscles in his arms aching from trying to push back the wall.

      “Everything you are, Frank, everything you have in you right here, right now,” Sava encouraged.

      “It’s—it’s impossible,” Frank breathed hard. “I’m not giving up, but is this scenario even a battle that can be won?”

      The wall was feet away now. The hologram Marines and civilians kept shouting; some in fear, others in determination.

      Sava moved from her spot against the back wall, shrugging off her brown cloak and revealing the leather vest and pants underneath. She pressed both her palms against the wall sliding toward them. The purple glow in her vambraces burned bright.

      Veins popped on her muscular arms, her feet slid across the ground, and then, as if by magic, found traction. First, the barrier stopped sliding toward them, then it began to move back as Sava channeled her will into strength.

      The units of power armor on the other side of the translucent wall threw their shoulders into it. Steam shot from their joints to no avail. Sava walked the wall back just as doggedly as it had been brought forward.

      The civilians and Marines in the hologram program cheered for her as she pressed on. A moment later, Laloid shut down the program.

      A wave of embarrassment mixed with determination rushed to Frank’s face. Sweat poured down his forehead and back, and with it, a desire to try again and again until he could live up to the Arilion name.

      Sava walked back toward Frank without the slightest sign of perspiration on her brow.

      “You have everything you need here.” She reached Frank, tapping with a finger to the area over his chest. She then raised her finger to Frank’s temple. “Now know it here. I see inside of you. Don’t think you can; know you can. Anger left free to roam will destroy a warrior. However, it can be a powerful tool if you are able to channel it into something useful. Do you believe everything happens for a reason?”

      “Yeah, yes, I do,” Frank said, thinking back on his life. “Maybe I don’t see the entire plan yet, but I’d rather believe I live in a universe with order than with random chance dictating my every move.”

      “Good.” Sava nodded with approval, moving to Frank’s side. “Every challenge you’ve faced, every bully you’ve overcome, every life circumstance you’ve pressed on to endure has laid the foundation for this point in your life. Let’s build on that foundation, Frank.”

      “Again,” Frank said, nodding along with the low octave riff as “Seven Nation Army” by The White Stripes played over the speaker. “Laloid, run it again.”

      “Can do, boss,” Laloid’s excited voice came over the intercom. “Oh, this is so exciting.”
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      Frank failed again and again and again. Every time the wall pushed him back, pressing the holograms into the wall behind them, his dogged will to succeed only burning brighter.

      He lost track of the time, but he knew it was breakfast when Sava paused the simulation, and Laloid, Elly, and the Momo walked in. They brought large jugs of some kind of liquid with them. Elly had a mustache of whatever was in her container all over her upper lip.

      “Oh, you gotta try this stuff,” Elly said with a wild grin on her face. She spoke so fast, all her words sounded connected to one another. “It’s like a protein smoothie laced with energy. It’s a prenergy drink. I need to patent that. “

      Frank used the front of his shirt to clean the sweat from his face before accepting his drink. It tasted amazing. The cold crushed alien fruit drink puckered his taste buds while the stimulant gave him enough energy to move forward with the training.

      The Momo sat beside Elly’s feet, cooing and growling at her.

      “Memphis Toby Steven Eric Grey Lykos Colby Magnus thinks you need to get pissed for this to work,” Elly said, looking from the Momo to Frank.

      The Momo bared his teeth at Frank as if he were showing him how to be mean.

      “What is that whole thing you just said? Is that what you named him?” Frank asked, draining the last of his drink. “You’re going to confuse the poor guy.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m still deciding.” Elly shrugged. “But seriously, get angry. Whatever it is that does motivate you, you gotta use it now, man. You’re making the Marines look bad.”

      Frank scowled at Elly before realizing what she was doing. “Are you just trying to get me mad?”

      “You suck, Frank,” Elly prodded him. “And your perfect hair and muscles and, well, the whole package you have going on, it’s disgusting.”

      Frank shook his head before handing his mug back to her and turning back to Sava. “Let’s do it again.”

      “Again,” Sava agreed, giving her mug back to Laloid.

      Laloid, Elly, and Momo left the Proving Ground area and made their way back to their chairs on the other side of the glass wall.

      Frank bobbed his head to the beat of the guitar as the music came on once more.

      “I pulled your file and added in some extra holograms this time,” Elly said over the sound of the music. “Get pissed. You’re the worst!”

      The simulation started a moment later. The same line of power armor moved a translucent wall forward. The same members of Marine Space Corps One stood beside him and the same civilians, except now Vega, his mother, and father all joined him.

      Frank shook his head as the first shouts washed over the gathered crowd.

      They’re not here; it’s just a simulation, Frank reminded himself.

      Frank’s father held his mother. She clung to him for support. Vega ran with the rest of the Marines to push the wall back.

      “You can do it, son.” Frank’s father looked at him with a grim nod. “I know you can do this.”

      “We’re with you,” his mother added, smiling at Frank with her energy that remained.

      Frank hated Elly for adding his parents to the simulation, but he understood why she had done it.

      Once more, the Arilion Knight turned to face down the wall. He clenched his fists, setting his jaw and allowing every emotion he felt channel into force. The vambraces on his arms glowed brighter. Frank walked, then began to run forward to meet the looming wall. Anger at himself for not being able to perform the task raged inside. Instead of fighting back the feeling, he allowed it to build and fuel his actions.

      Frank ran, then sprinted to the wall, slamming his body against the barrier so violently it made his teeth chatter. The wall hesitated for a moment, maybe even slid back an inch before coming forward again.

      Did he imagine the halt in the forward movement of the wall or had he actually done it?

      “Oohrah!” Elly screamed over the speakers, confirming Frank’s thoughts. “Get some, Frank!”

      Power like he had never understood pumped through his body. Heat that boiled from somewhere deep within stoked his internal desire to succeed.

      “There you are.” Vega’s hologram grinned at him from his right. “Together?”

      “Together.” Frank dropped to all fours like a defensive end ready to rush the opposing team’s quarterback. He slammed his right shoulder against the barrier, turning his head to the side. Both hands gripped the wall and he pushed. “Rawww!”

      Hesitation in the barrier was obvious this time. Frank dug his feet as hard as he could into the flat floor surface, and for the first time, actually began to push the wall back.

      Cheers from the holograms filled the room as they rushed to help.

      For all the years he was bullied, for his mother’s failing health, for Vega’s murdered father, for all the things he couldn’t control, against the fear of failure, Frank pushed.

      In under a minute, Frank and the rest of the holograms had succeeded in pressing the power armor units back and crushing them against their own back wall.

      “Wow, Frank, I’d say that’s really good.” Laloid ended the training simulation. “Pat on the back, yeah?”

      “Thanks,” Frank panted, putting his hands on his waist, trying to regain his breath.

      “How did it feel?” Sava asked.

      “It felt great,” Frank responded, trying to put his emotions into words. “It felt like accepting what was inside me, who I am instead of fighting it.”

      “The toughest metal is forged in the hottest flames, Frank Wolffe,” Sava said, taking in the room with her right hand. “And I intend for you to be the absolute strongest. However, physical strength is not the only attribute you’ll need as an Arilion.”

      “This is where I learn how to fly, isn’t it?” Frank couldn’t keep the wonder out of his voice.

      “No, you idiot, that takes years of practice.” Sava shook her head as if he had just asked the dumbest thing he could have. “We need to make sure your strength and speed are on point. I reviewed the footage from the battle you fought yesterday, and I don’t think speed will be as difficult for you to manage compared to strength. You outran those rockets the power armor fired on you with ease.”

      Sava paused to look over at Laloid, who sat on the other side of the glass. “Laloid, load the Despair program.”

      “Another great title for a training program,” Frank muttered.

      Two holographic figures appeared on the opposite side of the training room. One was a human girl no older than three or four. Her huge brown eyes stared up at a Chaos soldier in crimson armor pointing a plasma rifle at her.

      “We don’t have to do it like this.” Frank looked over to Sava with disgust. “I can learn to be fast without having to do it like this.”

      “Is that anger?” Sava said with an approving nod. “Good, use it. Laloid, begin.”

      Frank was off like a round from a gauss-powered rifle. He didn’t need further prompting as to what he was expected to do next. The two figures on the other side of the training room had to be five meters away. Doubt told him he didn’t have a chance of rescuing her in time.

      You’re faster than you know. Will yourself to be faster, Frank screamed inside his head. You got this. Frank. You can do this.

      Everything moved in slow motion. The Chaos soldier took aim. The brunette girl looked over at Frank with a scream on her lips. Frank dove for the girl at the same time he heard the rifle blare a single shot.

      BAM!

      Frank grabbed the girl, twisting midair to put his back to the round the chaos soldier fired.

      She felt so small in his arms as he skidded across the ground. Frank looked down to see a hole in her stomach, her little eyes staring at his with fear. Frank felt hot tears invade his eyes, a lump welled in his throat. The child breathed one last time and died in his arms.

      Memories of fallen brothers and sisters in the Corps grabbed at his thoughts. Tears fell from Frank’s eyes without sobs or cries. He gently placed the small child on the ground beside him. He closed her eyes; hologram or not, it felt right.

      “I hope you understand why this—”

      “Laloid, run it again,” Frank said, tears falling down his face as he stared promises of revenge into Sava’s eyes. “Run it again!”

      “Do it,” Sava said.

      “You want to see what I can do?” Frank felt feral as emotion he had buried for so long raged once more. “This is what I can do.”

      Laloid started the program once more. The same girl appeared with the same Chaos soldier on the other side of the room. Frank poured his anger into Will, reaching the Chaos soldier as the villain raised his rifle to take aim at the child.

      Frank brought a purple Ka-bar into his right hand, slamming into the Chaos soldier and knocking him over. Frank sawed at the space between the helmet and the rest of the armor.

      Holographic blood splattered the air and his own face and hands as he cut through bone and skin. He stood a moment later with the Chaos soldier’s helmet in his hands. The bucket dripped gore and blood.

      Frank threw the helmet toward Sava. It rolled to a stop at her feet.

      The training program ended. The rock music in the background died.

      “There you are, Frank Wolffe.” Sava nodded with approval. “This is who you need to be. Our enemies will have no mercy. Neither can we.”
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      The ash laden sky was already darkening once Frank had finished his training. More strength and speed drills had finished the day with a brief break for lunch.

      Frank’s entire body was sore. He walked back to his barracks with Elly and the Momo.

      “You did great,” Elly said, uncomfortable in silence. “Laloid made me swear I wouldn’t tell you, but he said you’re learning way faster than Sava did when she first started.”

      “I wonder what insane training program she has in store for me tomorrow,” Frank let out a deep sigh. “I—”

      A graceful figure was walking toward them from their left. The curves and swaying caught his eye. Someone Frank was surprised and at the same time excited to see.

      “I heard there was an Arilion Knight training somewhere here on the grounds.” Vega beamed at Frank. “I was on my way to find him. Do you know where he could be?”

      Vega was stunning as usual. Her light purple skin, pointed ears, and simple pearly gown were out of place in this desolate and burning Draconian military base. She looked perfect.

      “I don’t know. I heard that guy was kind of a weirdo.” Frank smiled. “Maybe you should keep your distance.”

      “I’ll keep that under advisement.” Vega turned to Elly. “Hello, Elly.”

      “Hello, and I uh—I just remembered I left something in the oven,” Elly said, eyeing Frank like an older sister. “You two behave yourselves.”

      Elly didn’t wait for a response. She took off down the road toward the barracks, the Momo in tow.

      “Is it proper Neeve etiquette for an Arilion Knight to give a princess a greeting hug?” Frank asked, closing the distance between the two. “Do I need to ask permission first or get down on a knee or some—”

      Vega rolled her eyes, stepping in toward Frank, and grabbed him tightly. The familiar scent of her hair was a mix between vanilla and jasmine. She fit into his arms as if they had only ever been meant for her. It refilled the good in his spirit after that ghastly training exercise with Sava.

      “If I had known how sweaty you were,” Vega’s words tickled at his left ear, “I would have thought twice about the hug.”

      Frank laughed before letting her go. “How are you here? I knew Heron took word back to you and you agreed to help, but shouldn’t you be back home taking care of House Thunder? I mean, after everything that happened?”

      The conversation was more difficult to navigate than Frank had initially anticipated. Vega had just been through a nightmarish few months, losing her father and then having her mother mentally break down. The kingdom was under her care now.

      “General Tamar is watching things while I am away,” Vega said, understanding everything in Frank’s question. “My mother’s still not well. She’s under the care of our physicians. With peace between House Leviathan and my own, the threat lies here now. I couldn’t send my warriors to fight a battle I was not willing to fight myself.”

      “But if you’re the empress of House Thunder now,” Frank pushed a bit further, “shouldn’t you be with your people?”

      “My people are in good hands,” Vega said, arching a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “If I’m not mistaken, you owe me a date.”

      “Do I?” Frank teased.

      “That’s what you told me when we last parted.” Vega shrugged.

      “That doesn’t sound like something I would say.” Frank tapped a finger to his chin. “I’ll tell you what, since you asked so nicely, I’d love to go on a date with you.”

      It was Vega’s turn to laugh. “Only you, Frank Wolffe. Okay, well something has to be done with that stench coming off you before we go on this date.”

      “Agreed.” Frank pointed down the road to where the single-story barracks sat in the middle of the military compound. “Give me ten minutes.”

      “I can do better than that,” Vega answered back, beginning to walk with Frank. “I can go with you.”

      “Wow, I’m not that type of guy, Empress Vega.” Frank raised his eyebrows.

      “Do you ever stop?”

      “I try not to.”

      “I’ll go with you and tell you all that’s transpiring while you get ready,” Vega explained. “I fear our time here is going to be cut short.”

      Vega had Frank’s full attention already. With her last words, he looked over to her with concern. The two walked back to Frank’s barracks as she explained.

      “There’s a plan in formation to take this fight to the Chaos Lord himself and extinguish hi flame before he can grasp a foothold in the universe,” Vega said as they reached Frank’s barracks and went to his room. “The Draconians have the ships required for a scouting mission and a siege on the Chaos Lord once we find him. The Neeve will provide ground support and your own Marines, well, they have you.”

      Frank and Vega walked into his tiny room. Someone had washed and replaced his military fatigues, folding them nicely and placing them on his bed.

      “Frank, come in.” Colonel Breaker’s voice sounded in Frank’s ear courtesy of his translation unit.

      Frank pointed to his ear, making sure Vega understood what he was doing. “Yes, Colonel, I’m here.”

      “There’ve been developments in our situation here on Brytanna. I’ve heard back from General Fox,” Colonel Breaker said in the same sure tone he normally carried. “We’re going to meet with Empress Vega and Prime Kirkhoden to go over details. Meet outside your barracks in two hours.”

      “Roger that,” Frank said, sensing the Colonel wanted to say more. “Is there something else?”

      “Just be ready, Frank,” Colonel Breaker said as if he were snapping out of a trance. “Things are about to accelerate quickly.”

      “Understood. I’ll be ready to rock and roll, sir,” Frank said, entering the bathroom and starting the shower. The longer the conversation took, the less time he would have with Vega.

      “Is that running water?” Colonel Breaker asked. “Are you in the shower?”

      “No, no nothing like that. That would be weird,” Frank said, stopping in the process of removing his shirt. “I’ll see you in two hours.”

      The channel clicked and went silent.

      “Sorry about that. Work, you know. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them.” Frank cracked the door so he could still talk to Vega while cleaning up. “So I’m not sure if our options for dinner are going to be up to par for an empress, but they have this juice stuff here that’s amazing, and if we get really hungry, Elly found that Momo thing that I’ve heard is delicious.”

      “That adorable winged creature with Elly?” Vega asked from the other room. “I’m not going to touch him. He’s cute, reminds me of someone I know. Is everything all right with the colonel?”

      “Yep.” Frank wasted no time in the shower lathering himself with a soapy spongy grooming tool used by the Draconians. “He said we’re all meeting tonight to go over the plans, but you already knew that. I’m guessing we’re leaving soon to go hunt down the Lord of Chaos.”

      “If by ‘soon,’ you mean tomorrow, then yes,” Vega said, her voice much closer to the door now.

      “Are you being a creeper right now?” Frank turned around, looking at the cracked door where Vega stood with his clean clothes.

      “That’s the first time I’ve ever been called a creeper,” Vega said, placing Frank’s cleaned clothes inside the bathroom. “Hurry up; you still have soap everywhere, but it smells great. You smell like a newly blossomed flower.”

      “Crap, you’re right.” Frank rinsed off the suds, trying to get rid of the smell to no avail. He gave up, turning off the faucet and toweling dry. “Well, I guess better a flower than a sweat stain.”

      “You do have a way with words,” Vega responded. “So what shall we do with our first date? A romantic meal in the Draconian food hall followed by a walk around the military base?”

      “Something like that.” Frank came out in his pants, still pulling on his shirt. He made sure to flex when Vega looked. “Leave it to me. I have it all planned out.”
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      “Why do you continue looking over your shoulder like we’re about to be party to an illegal activity?” Vega asked like a child who was misbehaving and could get caught at any moment. “Are you about to do something we could get in trouble for?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Frank shook his head while he looked from side to side. “You’re an empress and I’m an Arilion. I think we’re untouchable.”

      After a quick trip to the Draconian mess hall, Frank and Vega had each taken a meal to go. A brown paper bag was clutched in each of their arms as Frank led the way back to the training room building.

      It was dark now, the streetlamps providing the only dim, orange illumination beyond the smoky sky. A unit of Draconian soldiers were traveling behind them just loud enough for Frank and Vega to pick up their conversation.

      “Hey, isn’t that one of those new aliens who came to help us out?”

      “Yeah, it is, and by the look of that body, I think I’m going to enjoy our new alliance.”

      “Hey, Legs, wait up.”

      “I hate when all they see in me is my perfect calves and toned butt,” Frank sighed before he turned around. “Why can’t they just love me for my mind?”

      Vega laughed as she too turned to see the Draconians approach. They would be easy to make out now. A streetlamp shone directly above them. There were six Draconians, all wearing the same military uniform of drab green trousers and button-up blouse.

      They all stopped in their tracks in front of Frank and Vega with open mouths.

      “You’re the—the Arilion Knight.” One of them licked his lips with this thin tongue, avoiding eye contact with Frank. He shifted his weight side to side. “I’m so—so sorry.”

      The Draconians looked to one another in fear.

      “You don’t have to apologize to me.” Frank shrugged. “Despite my vanity, I know you weren’t talking about my perfectly shaped lower half. Unless you were.”

      “No, no,” one of the front Draconians said, shaking his horned head furiously. “We were talking about the Neeve.”

      Two things struck Frank. One, it was obvious these Draconian soldiers had no idea who Vega was. The second thing was that out of the six Draconians in front of them, all save one seemed afraid. There was a tall thin one in the back who stared at Frank, unblinking.

      “You should really learn better manners,” Vega said with a sigh. “If we were on my planet, I’d challenge you all to combat and beat you soundly. For the sake of our new alliance with your race, I’ll overlook the comments directed toward me. I only give warnings once. Next time, I’ll make sure you pay. Do you have anything else to say?”

      Five Draconians looked down shamefully, slowly shaking their heads. The last one, the tall one in the back with dark green scales, scoffed. “It’s easy for you to talk like that when you have an Arilion Knight next to you. I don’t see what the whole fuss is about. Without his glowing vambraces, he doesn’t look like much to me.”

      There was a shocked inhale from the other Draconians.

      “You’re out of line, Miriam.” One of the Draconian soldiers looked from Miriam to Frank. “I’m so sorry for our friend. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

      “I know exactly what I’m saying and I mean it.” Miriam pushed to the front of the group, staring down at Frank. “Without the Will, you’d be no match for me.”

      “Hold up.” Frank winced at the tall Draconian, who stood a good foot over him. “Are we just going to glaze over the fact that your name is Miriam?”

      The Draconians looked to one another, confused.

      “That’s a girl’s name.” Frank looked over to Vega with a grin.

      “No it’s not,” Miriam said with a snarl.

      “Um, yeah, it is.” Frank shook his head with a smile. “You should look into changing that.”

      “And for the record, Frank is more of a warrior than you could ever be, even without the power of the vambraces and channeling the Will.” Vega took a step forward, looking up at Miriam. “He holds more power in his pinky than you do in your entire body.”

      “Wow, easy there.” Frank placed a hand on Vega’s shoulder. “I just trained all day and I thought we were going to go on our da—”

      “If it weren’t for his title, I’d challenge him to a fight right here,” Miriam roared.

      “Challenge him, then.” Vega raised her own voice. “He’ll set aside his mantle to kick your rear end. Rank or title is of no meaning at this point.”

      “Hey, hey.” Frank reluctantly placed his meal on the ground. Other Draconians were beginning to take notice of the conflict below the streetlamp and make their way over. “This is escalating quickly. Why don’t we just all go our separate ways? We have our date. I’m sure Miriam has some deep-seated issues to work through with his name.”

      “Coward,” Miriam growled.

      Another huge inhale of wind from the gathered Draconians’ throats. There were enough Draconians present there to form a circle around the group.

      “Are you going to let him call you that?” Vega looked at Frank with wide eyes. “He just called you a coward.”

      “This is just like high school.” Frank shrugged off Vega’s concern. “I’ve been called a lot worse than ‘coward’ in my life. Believe you me, if you heard some of the other things I’ve been referred to, well that’s a story for another time.”

      “Look, look at the Arilion Knight you all practically worship.” Miriam folded his massive arms over his chest. “He’s nothing.”

      “If you don’t fight him, I am.” Vega clenched her fists so tight by her sides Frank knew she was telling the truth. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Okay, okay,” Frank finally agreed. “I’ll fight Miriam. Man, I never thought I’d say those words in the same sentence.”

      The crowd around the group was a mixture of hushed whispers and cheers.

      Vega took Frank by surprise, pressing her lips hard against his own. A lightheaded feeling that started at his lips and spread to his skull took Frank by surprise.

      “Teach him a lesson,” Vega said, pulling away. “It’s your title as an Arilion Knight on the line now.”

      “No pressure,” Frank said, removing his military jacket. He turned to Miriam, who was swinging his arms and cracking his neck. A sadistic grin was on his face. “So what are the rules here, Miriam? No crotch shots, eye gouging, biting?”

      “There are no rules. We fight to the death,” Miriam said, beginning to circle Frank.

      “Well, that’s taking it a bit far,” Frank said, also circling his much larger opponent. “Okay, if you win you can kill me, but if I win, you have to change your name to Frank Junior.”

      “Stop talking and fight.” Miriam lunged at Frank, the black nails on his green-scaled hands as sharp as knives.

      Frank side-stepped, allowing Miriam to crash into the first line of spectators. The Draconians jeered at him as they pushed him back. It seemed most of the crowd was cheering for their Arilion Knight.

      “I’m going to kill you!” Miriam regained his footing, pushing away from the crowd.

      Frank was used to dealing with larger opponents. He understood the mechanics of fighting. It was Miriam’s speed he was worried about. The Draconian out-matched him for size and strength, but he was also faster than Frank had anticipated.

      Although he made it look like he side-stepped Miriam’s lunge easily enough, he was actually anticipating the Draconian would be slower.

      Easy. Pick your opening and don’t get caught, Frank coached himself as Miriam came in again.

      Miriam swung high with a wild right. Frank ducked down and sent his fist into Miriam’s gut. It felt like striking a cement wall. Frank had not been expecting the Draconian’s scales to be so hard.

      In the fraction of the second it took Frank to process this information, Miriam followed up with a left-right combination to Frank’s face.

      Pain exploded over Frank’s right eye and left jaw. He stumbled back, shielding himself from any other blow and falling to a knee. His vision blurred as unconsciousness grabbed at him.
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      Somewhere in the background, Frank heard the crowd gasp. Miriam was jeering at him.

      You’re better than that, Frank said to himself, angry he had let the fight go downhill this fast. You’re better than that, Frank. Get up!

      Frank relied on his Marine training to focus past the pain and look only at what had to be done. His face throbbed; he was on his right knee. A trickle of warm blood fell into his right eye from a shallow cut that had been opened.

      “This is the Arilion Knight we will all turn to in our time of need?” Miriam had his back toward Frank, speaking to the other Draconians. “We must look to ourselves, not some alien. We are our only hope.”

      There was a gasp and cheer as Frank fought his way to his feet.

      Miriam turned with a sneer.

      “I can do this all day, Frank Junior,” Frank said, raising his fists in front of him. If his new plan was going to work, he had to give Miriam every indication he was seriously wounded. He needed his much larger opponent to commit everything he had in his next attack. “Come on, we got to solidify that name change for you.”

      Miriam pulled back green lips from sharp teeth in a predator growl. He lifted his own meaty green fists, coming in toward Frank.

      As hard as it was, Frank stood in the same spot and waited.

      Miriam juked from side to side, trying to throw Frank off. It was unnecessary. Frank didn’t plan on moving out of the way.

      Miriam threw punches at Frank’s head and body. Frank dodged what he could and used his arms on either side of his face to protect himself from the worst of the blows. The strikes that did land made his whole body shudder.

      The first few punches were the worst, but as Frank guessed, the more and more the Draconian threw, the less power they had behind them. A being with so much muscle would have a hard time with stamina and maintaining force behind his blows as time went on.

      Frank didn’t throw any punches in return, not yet. He started to move around Miriam now, making the Draconian miss as many punches as he landed. The ones that did land racked Frank with bruises to his torso and face. He absorbed each blow with his arms and hands that protected his body. Each strike came weaker than the last.

      Miriam was breathing hard after the initial twenty to thirty strikes.

      “Come on,” Frank coaxed him, spitting blood from a cut lip. “I’m just a human, remember? Come on, Miriam, you have more to give. Come on.”

      Hate crossed Miriam’s face, starting at his mouth and traveling to his eyes. He tried a lazy kick Frank easily sidestepped, then tried to tackle Frank. Frank telegraphed it a mile away.

      Frank kept moving, making Miriam move to follow.

      “Coward,” Miriam gasped. “Fight me—”

      If there was more the Draconian was about to say, Frank didn’t allow him the opportunity to finish. The Marine chose his moment well and sent a strike to Miriam’s throat. The punch was awkward at best. Since the Draconian was so tall, Frank had to send his fist up over the alien’s collarbone but below his chin.

      CRACK!

      Miriam stumbled back, grabbing at his throat. Frank didn’t think he had broken anything, not with the Draconian’s thick scales protecting him, but it sure didn’t feel good.

      Frank ignored the blood coming off the knuckles on his right hand and pressed forward. It was his turn to put his cards on the table and it had to be enough. Frank couldn’t afford the fight continuing. His body was too fatigued from the training he had already endured that day.

      Charging forward, Frank jumped, cocking his bloody fist back and superman-punched Miriam, who was still coughing and gasping for breath. Frank definitely felt the nose passage on Miriam’s face give way under the pressure.

      The Draconian toppled to the ground under a shower of bright lime blood. Wasting no time, Frank jumped on him, applying a rear naked choke. With his forearm under Miriam’s throat, Frank squeezed with every ounce of strength he could find.

      Although he did not have his vambraces, the principle of where his strength came from still applied. He was still as deadly without the power of Will as with it. Anger, rage at having to fight at all to be put in this position boiled inside.

      With everything he had, Frank squeezed. Miriam, still dazed from the strike to his nose, grabbed at Frank’s arms and tried to extract himself, but it was no use. Frank was a pit bull with a bone.

      Seconds later, Miriam went limp in his arms.

      “Frank, Frank!”

      It was Vega’s voice among the shouts of the crowd that brought him back to the moment. Frank released Miriam, pushing the massive Draconian over to the side.

      A cheer rose from the throats of those around. Vega came and offered Frank a hand. Frank accepted, looking to his right where Miriam lay unconscious, his chest still rising and falling.

      “Kill him,” someone shouted from the crowd.

      “It was a fight to the death.”

      “He would have killed you.”

      “If we kill each other, who’s going to be left to fight the Lord of Chaos?” Frank asked the crowd. “When he wakes up, tell him he should focus on our true enemy instead of allies. And someone remind him of his new name, ya?”

      There was a chorus of laughter and shouts as the Draconians present began to chant, “Arilion Knight, Arilion Knight, Arilion Knight.”

      Frank waved, leaning down to pick up the bag holding his dinner. Vega joined him as they made their way through the crowd. Frank took the lead once again, directing them to the training facility.

      “You really need to take less hits in a fight,” Vega said, her voice one part playful and one part concerned. “We need our Arilion Knight around for a long time to come.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Frank said, reaching the closed doors of the training facility and hoping his plan would work. “I’m tougher than I look.”

      Frank placed his hand on the wall scanner. It beeped once and the doors opened. Frank said a silent prayer of thanks; either the doors recognized Arilion Knights or Sava had programmed the door to open for him as well. Either way, they were inside.

      “Why do you keep looking over your shoulder?” Vega asked, following Frank down the circular hall that ran the perimeter of the building. “And what is this place?”

      Lights sensing their presence flickered on as Frank made his way to the control panel he had seen Laloid and Elly use that day.

      “No, we’re good,” Frank said, reaching the control panel and searching over the many switches and buttons. “This is the training building and the room in front of us is called the Proving Ground. Ah, here we go.”

      Frank flipped a switch that turned on a monitor displaying a variety of training programs. A few names jumped out at him, including Burning Planes, Gut Ripper, and Make My Day. Frank ignored these, wondering who came up with the titles, before finding the program he was searching for.

      After activating the program, he moved to the station where Elly had sat and did the same, activating the mixtape she had loaded into the program.

      “Frank, we should really do something about that cut above your eye before we go any further,” Vega said, studying his face. “It hasn’t stopped bleeding.”

      “Once we’re inside. Come on.” Frank opened the door to the Proving Ground. He took Vega’s hand in his own and led her inside.

      The holographic training program displaying the entire universe shone in front of them as they entered. Rock and roll music played overhead.

      Frank led Vega to the center of the room, where they sat together. “Perfect, right?”

      A smile played on Vega’s face as she nodded to the music. The glow of the many stars and planets made for the perfect ambiance, like dozens of candles shining for them.

      “It’s beautiful, like being part of the sky, inside space itself.” Vega tore off a piece of her dress and pressed the cloth to the cut over Frank’s eye. “And your choice of music makes me want to tap my foot. What was it called? Rock and roll?”

      “That’s right.” Frank allowed Vega to attend to his wound. “When you come visit me on Earth, I’ll take you to a concert. You’re going to love it.”

      “I’m sure I will.” Vega pressed on Frank’s wound harder, applying pressure to stop the bleeding. “Tell me more about you, Frank.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything, I want to know everything.”

      Minutes felt like seconds as Vega stopped the bleeding on Frank’s wound and the two shared their simple mess hall meal. Frank couldn’t remember being happier. He would hold on to these memories during the dark days to come.
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      “What happened to your face?” Colonel Breaker asked as Frank and Vega entered the designated meeting room in the capitol building.

      “What?” Frank feigned confusion. “It’s just me. I just look like this.”

      Colonel Breaker did not seem amused.

      “Oh right,” Frank said, pointing a finger all around his face. “I cut myself shaving, and then fell down the stairs and ran into a door.”

      Vega actually laughed out loud. She slammed her right hand over her mouth to stop any more noise from coming out.

      Colonel Breaker gave Frank a long stare before turning to the empress. “It’s good to see you again, Empress Vega.”

      “You as well, Colonel.” Vega recovered.

      Colonel Breaker and Major Lopez were the only other members of Marine Space Corps One present. They wore their fatigues and jackets. Sava and Prime Kirkhoden were speaking in hushed whispers on the other end of the room, Sava with her long brown cloak and the Prime in a sharp suit.

      The narrow room featured no frills, just business with a spiral staircase leading to a higher floor. An extended table and chairs filled the plain chamber, making it feel like a conference room.

      “You look like you got into a fight.” Major Lopez pushed the subject. Her hair was pulled back, the scar on the left side of her face fully exposed, no makeup to try and cover her wound.

      Frank was saved from any further interrogation by Sava and the Prime.

      “I’m so glad you are all here and we have agreed to a course of action,” Prime Kirkhoden began. “With the strength of our alliance, I know we can seek out the Chaos Lord and end his campaign before it begins. With the quick and decisive leadership of your two planets, we are ready to depart in the morning and finish what has been started.”

      “We are of one mind,” Vega said, transitioning from the woman who kissed him and cared for his wounds to a strong leader of her people in an instant. “My warriors are ready. We’ve lost much—too much at the hands of the Chaos Lord and his followers already.”

      “We understand the threat a dictator like this poses to the universe.” Colonel Breaker agreed with the other two leaders in the room. “We’ve seen it firsthand. We’re ready to help in whatever way we can.”

      “It does my heart good to hear you speak these words.” Prime Kirkhoden beckoned for the group to follow. “The hour is late and our time is short. You should all get a good night’s rest. Before you do, I wanted to introduce you to—something.”

      Frank didn’t mishear the Prime. The Draconian had most definitely made the effort to say “something” and not “someone.”

      The group followed the Prime together up the winding stairs to a floor at least three stories high.

      “Does anyone know anything about this?” Major Lopez asked under her breath. She looked over at Frank. “Anyone?”

      “Why are you looking at me?” Frank shrugged.

      “Because you have a knack for finding things out and getting into trouble while you’re at it,” Major Lopez responded.

      “I don’t know anything, I promise,” Frank said as he placed one booted foot after the other on the steel steps. “Scout’s honor.”

      The stairs opened up into another wide open room, this one decorated with cushioned chairs and short tables. It made Frank think of a study room or library even.

      The Prime motioned them toward a wall of windows that looked out over the military base. Something large loomed on the dark horizon. Over the buildings surrounding them and out even further to those structures that had been destroyed by the Chaos army, something massive approached.

      Frank squinted, trying to make out what it could be. The dark night and lack of starlight from the haze of smoke and ash made it impossible to discern details. All he knew was that it moved slowly and it was bigger than an apartment complex.

      “It took our engineering team years to build,” Prime Kirkhoden breathed with a sigh of pride. “It’s capable of holding a crew of just over one thousand, with every amenity you can imagine from state-of-the-art mess halls to hangar bays. It can hold two squadrons of twenty-four fighters each as well as a twelve-ship squadron of transport crafts. We have dual ion torpedo mounts along with laser turrets and a rail gun capable of reaching the enemy in the blink of an eye.”

      As the Prime continued to rattle off facts about the ship like a proud papa, the craft came closer and closer. A thrum of engines could soon be heard. Before long, it was close enough to make out more distinct details.

      The front reminded Frank of pictures he had seen of the Titanic. Midway through the body of the craft it expanded into a cube. Toward the stern of the ship, a command tower rose from the base of the craft. There were thrusters on either side of the ship as well as four more to the rear.

      The Draconians painted the entire vessel the same greenish khaki of their uniforms.

      The ship was much too large to set down anywhere inside the military base. It came to a halt, hovering in front of them.

      It was a massive warship with guns protruding out of the deck at varying intervals. It was hard to tell exactly how long the ship was, but if Frank had to guess, it was at least as large as the training building where he had trained that day; two hundred meters, probably even longer.

      “It’s magnificent,” Vega breathed. “What have you named the warship?”

      “We actually do not have a name for it yet.” Prime Kirkhoden looked between Vega and Colonel Breaker. “We were going to offer our new allies the opportunity to name the vessel.”

      “If I may?” Vega looked over to Colonel Breaker. “I think I have the perfect name.”

      “Of course.” Colonel Breaker nodded in her direction.

      “I’d like to name the warship after my father, who was murdered through a ploy of the Chaos Lord himself. The Chaos Army was going to use our planet as a staging area and the spheres to bring more of their army through the gateway.” Vega’s eyes were hard, unwavering. “I’d like to name it the Ryker.”

      “Ryker is an excellent name,” Sava said from her place next to the prime. “We will make the enemy pay, Empress Vega. We will take everything from them as they have from us.”

      Sava used her single good eye to hold Vega’s gaze for a moment.

      “The plan is to leave at first light.” Colonel Breaker looked over to Frank. It seemed he was the only one that needed to be told the details of the mission. “The Draconians will send four hundred staff, pilots, and crew for the ship. The Neeve have six hundred foot soldiers. Marine Space Corps One will be taking care of the equipment for the soldiers.”

      Colonel Beaker said the words as if Frank was supposed to speculate what was going on.

      He had no idea, but instead of saying such, he replied with a simple, “Sir?”

      “Elly’s found a way to give us a leg up in the fight.” Colonel Breaker didn’t say more.

      A moment of silence passed as each warrior was left to ponder on the future.

      “The last time races came together to combat a threat, the last time more than a single Arilion Knight fought side by side was the first Chaos War,” Sava said to no one and everyone. “Together, we’ll end this.”

      I hope you’re right, Frank thought to himself as he stared out the window toward the Ryker. I hope you’re right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleep came quickly for Frank as usual. Morning came much too quickly.

      “Marines, up and at ‘em,” Major Lopez said through the comms. “Meet at the front of the barracks in twenty.”

      “Just, just five more minutes, Mom,” Frank said through the comm unit Elly had placed on his throat during their first mission.

      “Yeah, I know you’re out of practice with life in the Marines, but the Corps waits for no man,” Major Lopez said, way too alert for someone who had just woken. If Frank had to guess, she had already been up for a good hour. “Let’s go, Oohrah, we have a war to win.”

      “Freaking morning people,” Frank muttered to himself as he swung his legs out from under the warm blankets and psyched himself up to start his day.

      Getting dressed was easy. Frank made a trip to the bathroom to ensure his short dark hair wasn’t too crazy and use the water-pressured oral care device Draconians had left for him. The water shot hard and the stuff they used for cleaner tasted like a middle school science experiment gone bad.

      Frank opened his door to see Raj across the hall. The Marine was closing his own, preparing to leave. He wore his own fatigues and walked with a cane in his right hand.

      “Hey, good to see you’re up and at ‘em,” Frank said, eyeing the cane in Raj’s hand. “You trying to look more like a gentleman?”

      “Hey, Frank,” Raj said, looking down at the ebony cane with the silver handle he leaned on to move. “I wish. It would be cool if there were a sword in it or something. The poison has left my leg a little weak. I’ll need the cane’s support for a while to get around. How about you?” Raj leaned in to get a better look at the cuts and bruising across Frank’s face. “Did you get into another fight?”

      “Naw, I just fell. I’m all thumbs these days. Come on.” Frank waved his friend over. “We better get outside before Major Lopez lays into us.”

      “Right,” Raj said, following Frank down the hall.

      When they opened the door that led them outside, the morning chill brushed against Frank. Major Lopez, Elly, and the Momo were already outside waiting.

      “Good morning,” Raj said with a smile, looking down at the Momo. “Good morning, Magnus.”

      “Magnus?” Frank looked over to Elly, who now wore her hair back, exposing her ears, which she was usually self-conscious about.

      “Yeah, I finally decided on a name,” Elly said, running a finger over her right ear. “And it’s confirmed. The sound waves emitted from the pitch in which the Momo speaks is detected by the microphone of my hearing device, then the electrical signals are relayed to our translators implanted behind my ear, thus enabling me to not only hear what he’s saying but understand his alien language.”

      Frank’s eyes glossed over. “One more time in English.”

      “I can talk with the Momo thanks to my hearing aids,” Elly said, leaning down to ruffle the creature’s ears. “Ahhh, I’m glad I found you too, Magnus. No—I’m sure no one here is going to eat you.”

      “Colonel Breaker is waiting for us on the Ryker. He wanted to get an early start,” Major Lopez said, throwing a thumb to a vehicle parked beside the barracks Frank recognized. It was another Crawler, just like the ones they had used to fend off the most recent attack. “I’ll drive. I don’t trust Raj not to pull another kamikaze stunt.”

      “Too soon, too soon,” Raj said, shaking his head as he limped over to the passenger side seat. “And I’m calling shotgun.”

      “Looks like you, me, and Magnus in the back,” Frank said to Elly as they all made for the Crawler.

      “I think the little guy wants to fly,” Elly said looking down at Magnus, who padded along next to them.

      Magnus whined and chattered.

      Elly looked down at the animal as if she was listening to what he was saying. “What? No, I don’t think so.”

      Elly sniffed the air, looking to Frank. “Are you wearing perfume?”

      “What?” Frank reached the side of the Crawler and leapt inside. “No, it’s the soap in my shower. It makes me smell like this.”

      Magnus whined and growled. Elly burst out laughing.

      “What’s he saying now?” Frank asked as the tiny alien spread his feathery wings and took to the air.

      “He says you’re lying and he bets you love to wear flower-scented perfume.” Elly giggled as she too climbed into the back of the Crawler.

      “Yeah, well, tell him I might eat him after all if he keeps that up,” Frank said, staring hard at the little Momo, who soared into the air and headed through the military compound.

      Major Lopez gunned the engine to life. The Crawler jerked forward. On their street of the base, things had been rather quiet. As they made their way through the Draconian military base, they realized this was the exception rather than the rule.

      The compound teemed with vehicles and Draconians alike running to and from various buildings like one track minded ants building a nest or bees gathering pollen. Open bed trucks piled with wooden crates stenciled with “rations,” “ammo,” or other supplies lined up like dominoes filling the street. The smell of burning fuel made Frank scrunch his nose in the cold morning.

      The sun had begun to rise; however, due to the ash in the air, it hung barely visible behind a veil of grey. Looming in front of them, towering higher than any of the buildings, sat the Ryker. Frank could easily see it over any of the structures’ rooftops. It looked like a mountain of steel.

      Major Lopez maneuvered around the lines of vehicles to where the Ryker sat on the outskirts of the base, where a dozen or more buildings had been previously leveled by enemy attacks.

      “Let’s go,” Major Lopez said, pulling up beside the Ryker. “Colonel Breaker wants us to report to the bridge ASAP.”

      Frank jumped out of the Crawler, trying to look at everything at once. As they entered the ship, there was something new to see in every corner. The unit moved up a wide ramp set inside the left side of the ship.

      It looked like some kind of storage bay. Everywhere Draconians and now Neeve were preparing for their trip. When either of the two races noticed Frank or even the rest of the Marines, for that matter, heads were bowed and looks of admiration passed their way.

      Magnus swooped inside the high-ceilinged room. He came to a stop beside Elly with a flurry of grey wings.

      “When did the Neeve arrive?” Raj asked, turning his neck so hard from side to side that he was in danger of giving himself whiplash. “When’s the ship taking off?”

      “They got here just a few hours ago through the gateway,” Major Lopez answered over her shoulder. “We’re scheduled to leave within the hour.”

      “All this is going to be stored and cleared within the hour?” Elly asked, looking around at the dozens of soldiers still loading the ship. “It’s a warzone down here.”

      “They’ll find a way,” Major Lopez said, directing them to the rear of the large storage bay.

      A silver elevator took them up to a higher floor, where they were let out once more.

      Frank took the opportunity to consider how quickly three races had moved to unite as one. They all understood exactly what was at stake. They had all seen it firsthand. Still, three interplanetary races working this quickly and efficiently together boggled Frank’s mind.

      Well, I guess staring in the face of annihilation makes people do funny things. Frank found himself wondering what it would take for the people of Earth to come together. If three species can do it in the matter of days, we should be able to as well. You’re thinking in circles again, Frank.

      Frank tore himself out of his deep thought, bringing him back to the present. The group walked down the wide grey halls of the ship. Steel surrounded them with recessed lighting in the ceiling of the ship as well as the lower halves of the walls.

      Not that he had any idea of what craftsmanship of an intergalactic spacecraft should look like; however, what Frank did see impressed him. Clean lines spoke of the experts’ work on the ship.

      Soon Major Lopez reached a set of large steel double doors leading onto the bridge.

      “Hold onto your butts,” Major Lopez said with a wink. “This is the cool part.”
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      “This is so cool,” Raj said, looking around with the others. “This is some Star Trek stuff right here.”

      Frank couldn’t argue with the doctor’s assessment. The ship’s bridge looked like a small amphitheater. The half-circle-shaped room had three levels separated by a few steps each. The upper level had three seats on each side for the Draconians piloting the ship.

      The second level just below held an empty captain’s chair. Ebony leather made up the body, headrest, and arm support, with jade details accenting the stitching and curvature of the plush seat. Control panels were stationed on each side of the arm rest for the user’s convenience. The third and lowest level had another display of seats and monitors lined up in a row in groups of two or three. Directly in front of this was a massive glass view screen portraying the deck of the ship and beyond.

      The amount of screens, buttons, stitches, and levers at each station baffled Frank. Only a trained group of naval officers would be able to pilot a ship like the Ryker. Frank hoped they were ready.

      “Oh, hey, guys,” a familiar jovial voice said from Frank’s left.

      Frank looked over to see a smiling Laloid, who waved hysterically at them. “Hey, Laloid.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad you could all make it.” Laloid beamed with pride, his pressed drab olive uniform hugging his reptilian body like a glove. “We’ll be taking off soon and I just want to say how awesome this will be. Flying into the unknown, to find and fight the Lord of Chaos, everything on the line, the universe in the balance. I mean, wow, just wow, guys.”

      “Oh, I think I’m going to be sick,” Raj said as he hung on to each of Laloid’s words. “Why does the universe always have to be in the balance?”

      “Sir.” Major Lopez cut off Laloid from saying anything else that might cause Raj a panic attack as Colonel Breaker and Sava walked up from the lower level on the bridge.

      Colonel Breaker wore his usual dark combat uniform with Marine Space Corps One’s insignia on the right shoulder. The Spartan helmet with wings extending out from either side insignia was as unrelenting and stoic as the expression on the colonel’s face.

      Sava stood beside him. She had abandoned her brown robe and even the leathers she usually donned underneath. Today she wore a uniform just like the other Draconians all around her. Boots, a drab green single-buttoned uniform with triangles indicating her rank on her shoulder, and an emblem over the right portion of her chest. The tan field was the shape of a spear tip and inside was an army green Draconian skull.

      “Marines.” Colonel Breaker addressed the group, even looking at Frank with a nod. “We don’t have much time until lift off, so let me get you up to speed. Elly, Major Lopez will assist you as you fit the Neeve army with force field units and weapons. I believe Empress Vega has some of her people willing to assist you as well. We need the job to be done by the time we reach the Lord of Chaos and his planet.”

      “Yes, sir.” Elly and Major Lopez both nodded and turned to leave.

      “Doc.” Colonel Breaker turned his eyes to Raj. “How’s the leg feeling?”

      “It’s a long way from my heart, sir,” Raj said with a grin. “I’ll be fine. Where do you want me?”

      “Familiarize yourself with the medical bay.” Colonel Breaker looked over to Sava. “Can you spare someone to show him the way?”

      “Of course.” Sava motioned to Laloid. “Laloid, will you please take Lieutenant Agarwal to the medical bay?”

      “Oh great, this guy?” Raj said under his breath.

      “Oh, you know it,” Laloid said, practically jumping from his seat. He extended a hand to Raj. “I don’t think I’ve met you yet. The name’s Laloid and I’m so glad you are here today.”

      Raj looked over at Frank and mouthed the words, “Help me.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Frank whispered, shooing him off with one last jab. “Just don’t look him in the eyes.”

      Raj gave Frank a bewildered glance, unsure if Frank was teasing or being serious, before following Laloid.

      “Mr. Wolffe.” Colonel Breaker looked at Frank, studying his still bruised face. “Sava has requested to continue your training on board the Ryker. I’ve agreed. You two will be our best weapons once this final fight begins. The stronger and better trained you are, the more our chances of victory increase.”

      “Yes, sir.” Frank nodded.

      “We’ll remain in the bridge until take off,” Sava explained. “After that, I will be handing control of the Ryker over to Colonel Breaker and you and I will continue our training.”

      “Come again?” Frank said, glancing between Sava and the colonel. “No offense, sir, but do you know how to fly one of these things?”

      “Absolutely no idea,” Colonel Breaker said with a hint in his voice that sounded strangely like excitement. “However, there will be a crew of Draconians here with me on the bridge. I’m beginning to learn now, but I’m sure it will take years before I could ever pilot one of these ships.”

      “Colonel Breaker’s experience in warfare will be more important on the bridge than his ability to actually pilot,” Sava said, turning back to the crew sitting at the control stations and running through checklists. “He’ll also have the ability to reach me through comms, since our technology has been linked.”

      Frank nodded along with the words. If Colonel Breaker only had to lead and make the tough decisions, he knew the man could do that well. It was the rest of the job he was worried about. To Sava’s point, he had an entire crew with him who had been trained to perform their tasks and run a ship.

      “I think it’s about time we address the Ryker,” Sava said, motioning for Colonel Breaker to follow her. She chose a place right in front of the captain’s chair. Turning to a Draconian on the middle level, she asked, “Miriam, will you please send a ship wide broadcast?”

      Frank grinned so hard, his face hurt as he leaned over to see who Sava was speaking with. As he suspected, it was the same tall Draconian he had gotten into a fight with the day before.

      “Certainly, sir,” Miriam responded, clicking a few buttons on his control panel. “Ready to broadcast no—”

      “Excuse me, what name did you respond to?” Frank caught the Draconian’s attention. “I could have sworn you answered to Miriam, but that would be really weird. Isn’t your name—oh it’s escaping me right now, what was it?”

      A couple Draconian officers on the bridge stifled laughter. A few others looked at each other, confused.

      Miriam looked down at his control panel, half ashamed, half embarrassed. “It’s Frank—Frank Junior.”

      “Oh, that’s right, Junior,” Frank said with a satisfied nod.

      Sava stared daggers at him.

      “Sorry, sorry, my bad.” Frank lifted his arms into the air and stepped back. “I just wanted to be sure.”

      “Broadcasting in three,” Miriam resumed his duties, “two, one.”

      “Neeve, Humans, and Draconians,” Sava began as she stared into a screen that popped up on the glass window in front of her. The image reflected back on her, showing what everyone else on the craft would see. “We are quickly approaching the maiden voyage of the Ryker. I will be taking command of the ship to begin with. However, as my duties as an Arilion Knight demand my attention, I will be placing the ship in Colonel Breaker’s care. The colonel has decades of experience leading men and women into warfare. Backed by our own trained crew, we will lead you to not only discovering where the Lord of Chaos hides, but to crushing his flame of dominance before it can begin.”

      Sava took a moment to pause. In the interim, the bridge erupted in an unexpected wave of applause and shouts in support of her words. Frank joined in, clapping his hands as hard as he could.

      “As one, with a single goal in mind and purpose,” Sava continued, forcing the applause to subside to be heard. “We will find this would-be destroyer of worlds and we will be victorious!”
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      “Engines are go,” Laloid reported to Sava, who sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge of the Ryker. “All systems are go.”

      Frank stood beside Colonel Breaker on the upper deck of the bridge. The ship’s inertial dampeners would afford them the opportunity to stand while the Ryker ascended into the sky or at least that was the nonsense Laloid had told him.

      The Ryker trembled as the thrusters lifted them from the planet of Brytanna. Guesstimating exactly how many tons the warship weighed was pointless. It had to be over two hundred tons, but exact numbers were irrelevant.

      “Ever think you’d be an astronaut?” Colonel Breaker asked without taking his eyes away from the main viewing window at the front of the bridge. “Ever think you’d be flying into space?”

      “There were times I didn’t think I was going to make it off Atmos when we were fighting leviathans, Chaos soldiers, and power armor suits,” Frank answered as the Ryker picked up speed, transitioning from a purely vertical ascension to one that now took them forward and upward. “I never even dreamed this would be possible.”

      The two men stood quiet as the ship rose higher and higher. The smoky barrier surrounding the military compound finally dissipated, blocking their view for only a moment longer before bright sunshine blinded their eyes.

      Frank lifted a hand to his face to give his pupils time to adjust. The sun over Brytanna was beautiful, more orange than yellow. The view screen adjusted to avoid blinding the crew. The view was breathtaking. Still the Ryker rose, even now gaining speed as it raced toward space. All around Frank, technicians at chairs monitoring system functions were reporting in to Sava.

      “Engines are good,” Laloid said.

      “Hyper drive is ready and standing by,” Miriam said from his station.

      A tiny tremor ran across the ship’s bridge as they passed away from the sun and headed into the blackness of space. Frank didn’t have words for the moment. He had seen stars far overhead before; even now they were still distant, but somehow it was as if they were within reach.

      All around them, the light of the sun died, giving way to the blackness and vastness that was space; thousands of lights twinkled and shone, just waiting to be explored. Faster and faster, the Ryker rocketed forward.

      “Laloid,” Sava said from her seat. “Let’s track our route one more time.”

      “Yes, sir.” Laloid clicked a few buttons on his control panel, bringing up a map of their current vector on the giant window in front of them. “Up now.”

      Frank watched as it showed where the many attacks on Brytanna had originated. They all started at a common location, funneling outward toward the planet. Sava’s path led straight through the funnel and to whatever lay on the other side.

      “All the reports, all the intel they’ve been able to gather from traders and mercenaries that have traveled past the known universe, say the Lord of Chaos lies in this direction,” Colonel Breaker told Frank. “Intel varies from a few days of hyper speed travel to a week. The Draconians think that’s due to ship speed.”

      Frank nodded along with the colonel’s words.

      How crazy does your life have to get before you’re having serious conversations about hyper speed and space travel? Frank thought to himself. Well, at least we won’t have to wait in traffic.

      “Thank you,” Sava said, touching the keypad on the right arm rest of her chair. The plotted route from the main screen disappeared once again, showing the immensity of space. “Miriam, prepare for hyper speed on my mark.”

      “Preparing for hyper speed, sir,” Miriam said from his station.

      Frank gripped the rail in front of him, feeling his heartbeat pick up in speed. He had no idea what hyper speed would feel like if anything at all; it just felt better to hold on to something.

      “Here we go again.” Colonel Breaker looked over to Frank. “You ready for this, Arilion Knight?”

      “Let’s do it,” Frank said.

      “On my mark.” Sava’s voice filled the bridge. “Start the countdown.”

      “Entering hyper speed in…” Miriam’s voice paused for a moment. “We’re getting energy spikes on the screen. Something’s exiting hyper speed.”

      “What is it? Can you confirm?” Sava asked.

      “It’s another ship,” Laloid’s voice was panicked. “I have it on long-range scanners. Miriam is right. It’s coming out of hyper speed now. It’s an enemy warship; my gosh, I’ve never seen anything that large.”

      “Bring it on-screen,” Sava said, not missing a beat. “Shields up and notify Hammer and Viper squadrons to stand by.”

      A series of “rogers” followed her words as the technicians on the bridge began carrying out her orders.

      “Coming—coming on screen now,” Laloid said, fighting back the concern in his voice.

      The next moment, the screen on the bridge showed an expansive craft just as large as the Ryker if not wider. Obsidian with sharp jutting edges that caught light, exaggerating their sharpness. Two wings came forward like pincers from a gigantic insect’s maw, and red lights shone on the ship.

      “I think I just messed my pants,” Laloid whispered in his seat.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have brought the enemy ship on the main screen,” Frank said, shaking his head as he tried to wrap his mind around the size.

      “We’re being hailed,” Miriam called out from his seat. “Shall I open a comm channel?”

      “Put it on the main screen,” Sava said, looking behind her for the first time to Frank and the colonel. “I’d bet my life we’re about to enter a fight. Be ready.”

      Neither Frank nor the colonel had time to answer before the screen transitioned from the blackness of space to the image of a menacing alien whose face seemed nothing more than a scowling skeleton covered in alloy sinews with small tusks protruding from his cheeks, all made more hateful with dead eyes. He, or it, stood on his own bridge. Nothing was immediately visible on either side of his large head. The top of a red-collared uniform was the only other part of him their view afforded.

      “This is Commander Belvil Trask of the Destroyer,” the alien commander said, narrowing his white eyes. His voice sounded like a cross between a cement truck and nails on a chalkboard. “I would normally not waste time opening a link with an ant, however, your ship is intriguing. My scans show it as being unknown. Now I see you are very clearly Draconian filth.”

      “I am Captain Sava Sargard and this is a ship from the Republic of Brytanna,” Sava said without any hint of trepidation touching her voice. “I am ordering you to surrender yourself, your crew, and your ship immediately.”

      The enemy commander began uttering a sound that had to pass as a laugh for him. To Frank, it sounded like a gravelly wheeze.

      “The Lord of Chaos has ordered the death of you and your entire race,” Commander Trask said as he finished his laughter. “You and your kind will be the first species wiped from the universe like the unclean abomination you are. A new order is rising in the universe, a pure order that has been born to rule.”

      If Sava took offense at the commander’s words, she showed none. “I’ll take your answer as a refusal to comply.”

      “You think because you managed to build a single warship, you have a chance at defeating us?” Commander Trask scoffed. “I will annihilate you.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Sava responded, as cool as ever. “We’ll see how the Lord of Chaos’ navy fares in this battle. The Will is with us and so are the Arilion Knights.”

      Sava lifted her right forearm, showing the glowing vambrace to the screen and the enemy commander beyond. She held her forearm there, staring directly into the monitor as if she were begging the commander to mock her further.

      For the first time, something other than hate showed on Commander Trask’s broad alien face. He seemed uncertain for the briefest second. It was clear he knew exactly what an Arilion Knight was and just as clear he had not expected to encounter one so soon.

      Sava took full advantage of the enemy commander’s uncertainty. “The Light has broken the darkness before. We will do so again. If you test us, we will end your life. I promise you this.”

      “Arilion Knight or not, I will rend you. I will break you,” Commander Trask sputtered. Saliva flew from his small mouth. The pincers on either side of his jaws coated in saliva. “Death is com—”

      “What about two Arilion Knights?” Sava said, rising from her seat. She waved Frank over. “Are you prepared for that?”

      The psychological game Sava was playing on the enemy commander was beyond impressive. Not once, but now twice, she had stopped the commander mid-sentence, making him rethink everything he thought he knew.

      Man, Sava must make for one brutal ex-girlfriend, Frank thought to himself as he joined the ship’s captain. I feel sorry for whoever that guy is.

      “Hey, hi there.” Frank waved at the monitor, making sure the Chaos commander was able to see his own vambraces. “I don’t—I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but you have spit hanging all around your face. Like, all over the place; that can’t be hygienic in this army or the Chaos army. Just FYI, I thought I’d throw that out there.”

      Commander Trask was shaking with rage. He opened his mouth to say something.

      “Cut the feed,” Sava said, turning away from the monitor. “All crews to battle stations.”
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      The bridge erupted in chatter as the Draconian techs doled out orders to the rest of the crew via their comms. An alarm warning sounded, notifying everyone that battle was imminent.

      “Attention, all hands, general quarters. Battle stations ready!”

      “Clear the line for 1MC. Captain’s orders only.”

      “Lieutenant Rangar, report on 4MC.”

      “Redirecting all unnecessary electrical control to cannons and shields.”

      The bridge doors slid open. Vega rushed inside. Even in the heat of battle, the Neeve empress blended function with beauty as she wore a simple alabaster uniform of a double-breasted jacket trimmed with gold. The front ended at her trim waist and the back tails extended to the top of her thighs. Gold pencil-tailored pants led to gold boots. She looked to Sava, then Frank. “What can the Neeve do to help? I heard the broadcast and—”

      Frank did a double take before he understood what he thought was happening, was actually transpiring on the bridge. Chaos soldiers in their bulky crimson red armor were materializing all around the bridge. At least a dozen of them appeared out of nowhere.

      Everyone on the bridge stood stunned for a moment. Colonel Breaker was the first to find his voice and take action.

      “Down!” the Colonel warned, throwing himself into Frank as hard as he could.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The plasma rifles the Chaos soldiers carried fired in all directions. The sounds echoed off the small compartment of the bridge. Draconians yelled out in their last moments of death.

      Frank landed on his back, the colonel still on top of him. The wind had been knocked out of Frank, making it hard to breathe, much less regain his feet.

      Colonel Breaker gritted his teeth, rolling off Frank. The colonel’s right arm was missing from the shoulder down. He held on to the wound with his left hand, already applying pressure to the wound. The superhot plasma had eaten right through his arm.

      “Stay down!” Frank knelt next to Colonel Breaker, calling a shield forward from his left vambrace. An oval shelter popped up, protecting them both from another wave of fire. “How is it?”

      “I’m not going to be clapping anytime soon,” Colonel Breaker shook with the words as he forced them out through his closed teeth. Speaking with the fierce toughness of a Marine, he moved to a sitting position beside Frank. “Get me a weapon.”

      Frank didn’t understand how the colonel was still conscious, given the pain he must be experiencing, but there was no time to focus on the meaty stump where his right arm had once been. All around the two Marines, the bridge was in pandemonium.

      The Chaos soldiers had killed half the crew with their surprise attack, but the other half were fighting back. Only Frank and Sava had access to weapons, but that didn’t stop the rest of the crew.

      To his left, Vega was holding her own. She straddled a fallen Chaos soldier, ripping his helmet off his head and bringing it down over and over again on the alien skull.

      To his right and below him, Sava had called a protective barrier around her while dealing out death to the enemy one after another. She flung deadly curved purple blades that sank into her opponents, one moment bringing death and the next disappearing as if they had never been there to begin with.

      Frank pushed forward to where Laloid was grunting as he tried to wrestle away a plasma rifle from a Chaos soldier. His attempts at grunts actually sounded like whimpers, like a small child trying to pull something impossibly large across the room.

      “Ugh, Ugh,” Laloid said, holding on to the plasma rifle for dear life.

      Frank ran forward. Discarding his shield, he summoned a Desert Eagle in his right hand. He squeezed the trigger as he pressed the barrel to the Chaos soldier’s red helmet.

      BAM!

      The Chaos soldier staggered back, releasing his hold on the weapon.

      Chatter over Frank’s comm was coming in so fast he couldn’t make sense of the words. He was sure he heard Raj, Elly, and Major Lopez, but there was no time to make out their words. He couldn’t stop now, not until the bridge was clear.

      Frank grabbed the plasma weapon from Laloid’s shaking hands and threw the weapon to Colonel Breaker, who grabbed it with his good arm and sent a spray of plasma bolts toward two Chaos soldiers running onto the bridge from deeper in the ship.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The colonel caught one in the head and the other with two rounds to the chest. The superheated plasma ate through their armor in seconds.

      “Frank,” Miriam shouted from somewhere on the bridge. “Behind you!”

      Frank turned in time to see one of the last standing Chaos soldiers bring his rifle to bear on Frank. Frank snapped his arm out, holding the Desert Eagle, and fired two more rounds before his enemy was able to press the trigger. The shots slammed into the alien’s red helmet, tearing through bone and brain matter before exiting the other side.

      Just as fast as it started, it was over.

      Dead chaos soldiers slumped on all three levels of the ship’s bridge. Along with them were most of the Draconian technicians. Besides Frank and the colonel, the only ones still breathing were Sava, Vega, Miriam, and Laloid.

      “Raj, I need you on the bridge ASAP,” Frank yelled into his comm as he ran to the colonel and skidded to a halt beside the man. “Colonel Breaker’s been hit.”

      “Reports coming in from all over the ship,” Sava said to everyone at once. “They’ve somehow beamed in across all levels. There’s fighting in the cargo hold, hangar bay, and barracks.”

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, Frank heard all of this, but what was important to him now was the man who had saved him. The wound on Colonel Breaker’s arm had been all but cauterized shut by the plasma round. Only a small pool of blood had been allowed to gather below his charred stump.

      “You’re going to be all right, you’re going to be all right,” Frank repeated to the colonel. “Stay awake. Raj!”

      “I’m en route!” Raj said over the comms, yelling to be heard over the weapons fire on his end of the comms. “Son of a Baptist preacher, Frank. Where are they all coming from?”

      “I don’t know,” Frank answered. “Just get here.”

      “Go, help them,” Colonel Breaker said with no room in his voice for argument. “I’m not going to die today. Even if I were, there are thing worse than death. You can’t do anything for me. Go help those who you can.”

      Frank could see the pain in the colonel’s eyes even as he said the words.

      “Oohrah to that, sir.” Frank turned fighting back the voice in his head that said he should stay with the wounded officer.

      Vega had taken up a defensive position just inside the bridge. She held a plasma rifle, aiming down the barrel at anyone or anything that might be approaching.

      “I need a damage report, I need to know how they’re doing this, and I need all of that now,” Sava growled from her command chair where her fingers raced over her own keyboard. Her one good eye scrolled over information as she continued to dole out orders. “Get me in contact with the officers we still have standing.”

      “Aye, sir,” Miriam said as he shoved a dead Chaos soldier from his terminal.

      “Laloid, on your feet!” Sava screamed.

      The Draconian technician sat on the ground with his knees curled up to his chest. Both his arms wrapped around his knees as he muttered something in his state of shock.

      “Hey, Laloid, Laloid,” Frank said, crouching down to eye level with the Draconian. “Snap out of it. Come on, come on.”

      Laloid looked at Frank through unseeing eyes as he continued to mutter and rock back and forth. “I’m not a soldier like you. I’m supposed to deal with system malfunctions, shields, and reports.”

      “Hey.” Frank slapped the Draconian across the face harder than he had anticipated. “Sorry, sorry, that was a bit rough.”

      The strike did its job. Laloid gave Frank his full attention. His rocking stopped.

      “What happened is in the past,” Frank said, pulling the larger Draconian to his feet. “This is all behind you now. There’s nothing we can do about this, but there are other soldiers you can help right now. There are soldiers that you can save. Pull it together. We need you, Laloid.”

      As Frank spoke, Laloid slowly began to nod as he realized the truth in Frank’s words. The next moment, he brushed past Frank to take his seat once more at his terminal.

      “No reports of exterior damage,” Miriam said from his station to the left of the captain’s chair on the middle level. “Patching in officers now.”

      “Understood,” Sava said, glancing quickly behind her she gave an approving nod to Frank before looking at Laloid. “Laloid, I need to know how they’re transporting aboard and how to stop it, now.”

      “On it,” Laloid said.

      Sava returned back to her comm unit, ordering her officers and organizing an offensive move against the chaos soldiers.

      Frank took the time to join Vega by the door. The empress’ uniform was spattered with blood. She didn’t look at Frank as he joined her. Instead, her attention was solely on the movement approaching them from down the hall.
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      BOOM!

      Vega fired a wild shot down the hall that nearly took off Raj’s already injured leg.

      “Easy, easy,” Frank warned the trigger-happy empress. “It’s Raj.”

      “I come in peace!” Raj screamed down the hall at the same time. “You almost gave me a peg leg.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Vega lowered the barrel of her weapon. “I’ve never shot one of these things before.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing or Raj would have to get a job as a pirate,” Frank said as Raj hobbled his way onto the bridge. In one hand, he held his cane; in the other, a heavy medical bag.

      “Where is he?” Raj, in a very unlike Raj way, moved past anxiety at his own safety and focused on the colonel.

      “There,” Frank said, pointing to Colonel Breaker, who still sat slumped by a control station.

      Raj hobbled over, shaking his head as he began examining the colonel.

      “They’re using a cloaked form of teleportation technology to beam on board,” Laloid reported to his commanding officer. “We didn’t even know they were capable of this.”

      “Yes, yes.” Sava sounded annoyed. “How do we stop it?”

      “Why do I always get the hard questions?” Laloid furrowed his brow as he hunched behind the control panel. “Maybe if I can find the frequency they’re using to teleport, we can send a signal to disrupt it.”

      “Do it,” Sava said, rising from her chair and looking over to Frank. “We need to buy Laloid some time. More and more Chaos soldiers are being teleported onto the ship as we speak. They’re congregating in the hangar bay and the weapons hold in the midsection of the ship.”

      “The weapons hold?” Frank kicked himself mentally for not checking in with Elly and the major sooner. “I’ll go.”

      “Empress, if you would—”

      “I’m going with you to the hangar bay.” Vega cut the one-eyed captain off. “That’s where my people are. That’s where I need to be.”

      “Very well, the empress and I will go to the hangar bay,” Sava said as she built armor constructs over her body that looked like football pads. “Frank, head to the weapons hold.”

      Frank nodded, catching Vega’s eye as she left. There was more he wanted to say; this just wasn’t the place or time.

      “I know,” Vega said, throwing all caution to the wind. She grabbed him by the collar and pulled him in for a kiss.

      Frank didn’t care what anyone thought while his lips were pressed to hers. He knew the bond between them was real and unbreakable. When she let him go, there was a small smile on her lips and she exhaled slowly.

      “We have to stop kissing like this. Be safe,” Vega said as she walked out the door with Sava.

      “You, uh, you too,” Frank said, still relishing the rush of dopamine he felt at the touch of her lips.

      “Urgh.” Colonel Breaker’s grunt brought Frank back to the moment.

      “Easy, you’re going to be alright,” Raj said as he wrapped the wound. “The pain killers should be kicking in now. You’re going to be fine.”

      “Fine is a case of circumstance,” Colonel Breaker said. He was gaunt, and a sheet of droplets fell down his forward. “I’m missing my freaking arm and my Marine’s girlfriend is an alien empress.”

      “Girlfriend?” Frank repeated, shaking his head. To be honest, he liked the idea. Nevertheless, he couldn’t say that in front of the other guys. “Whoa, whoa whoa, we haven’t established that.”

      “You two look like a couple to me,” Miriam said from his seat.

      “No one asked you, Junior,” Frank said.

      “You two are definitely in a relationship whether you know it or not,” Laloid chimed in. “If you want my opinion—”

      “No, I don’t want your opinion.” Frank stalked from the room, heading for the weapons hold. “I’m going to check in on Elly and the major. You all just stay out of my personal life.”

      Frank ran out of the room, as if the more distance he put between himself and the bridge, the further he could press the idea of being in a relationship out of his mind.

      “Elly, Major Lopez?” Frank tapped into their shared comm link. “I’m on my way to you. Apparently, there’s a gathering of chaos soldiers near your location.”

      “No, crap, Sherlock.” Elly’s voice came over the comms near hysterical. “We’ve been trying to reach you.”

      Loud booming sounds came from Elly’s end of the comm. It sounded like a battering ram was being used to knock down a steel gate.

      “I just need directions from the bridge.” Frank slowed his run down the empty hall. “I just realized I don’t know where you are.”

      “Two floors down and make a right.” Major Lopez joined the conversation. “I barricaded the door, but they’re blasting at it with their plasma rifles. I don’t know how much longer it’s going to last.”

      “On my way,” Frank said, running to the elevator. He said a silent prayer they were still operational.

      Sounds of weapons fire and explosions echoed throughout the ship. Screams of warriors dying melded with shouts of soldiers in combat over and over again. War was hell. Frank understood that first hand.

      You should have gone with her. What if something happens to her? Frank’s mind continued to run wild as he waited for the elevator. She can handle herself, yes, still it wouldn’t hurt for you to be by her side. Secure the weapons hold first, then you can go to her.

      The elevator opened in front of Frank, letting out a Chaos soldier right in front of him. The soldier lifted his plasma blaster to send a round into Frank’s chest at point blank range.

      “Not today.” Frank grabbed the barrel of the weapon with one hand jerking it to the side as the forearm of his other arm came down on the weapon, ripping it out of the soldier’s hands.

      The Chaos soldier let his weapon fall in favor of wrapping his gloved hands around Frank’s throat as he drove him back and slammed him against the wall. Frank’s skull cracked off the back of the barrier behind him.

      Instead of panicking, he materialized a Ka-bar in each hand, driving them toward one another through the enemy’s head in front of him. The deep purple blades forged from his vambraces cut through the crimson steel helmet like hot irons through Styrofoam.

      The Chaos solder dropped to the ground, releasing Frank.

      “You really got to work on this whole Arilion Knight thing.” Frank leapt over the corpse and into the waiting elevator. He clicked the level for the weapons hold.

      Frank used the time in the elevator to form armor around him. The midnight purple color of the vambraces wrapped around his body from head to foot. Frank chose something simple, something that he knew. The diamond-plated liquid armor fit on his body like a glove. The helmet with the T-shaped visor covered his face.

      In his right hand, Frank brought to life a Punisher GS2000 gauss rifle. These were all gear and weapons he was familiar with. They formed instantly from his vambraces and drained very little of his energy to maintain.

      “Frank, hurry. They’ve breached the door!” Elly screamed through the comms as the elevator came to a halt and the doors began to open.

      Frank felt the flow of adrenaline touch his body as his frame began to twitch with the promise of a fight. His head bobbed as he gathered the storm of intensity inside of him and channeled it into what had to be done next.

      The elevator doors opened all the way to reveal a hall full of armored Chaos soldiers. They looked at Frank at once as if they had been expecting to see anyone other than an Arilion Knight.

      “Oh, snap,” Frank said, leveling his weapon at the enemies. “It’s that human Arilion Knight. Oogie boogie.”
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      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Frank stalked forward as he hosed the gathering of Chaos soldiers in front of him. Elly had been right; they had just broken through the doors to the weapons hold, but whatever Elly and the major were doing inside was still prohibiting the enemy from entering.

      That meant that at least two dozen crimson red soldiers gathered around the hall like massive targets. They yelled, pointing their own weapons at Frank, but even if they had been prepared and staged a strategic defense, the hall was only wide enough for three of the bulky armor suits to stand shoulder to shoulder.

      In their pandemonium to find a firing lane without hitting one another, Frank only had to ever worry about two of the soldiers getting clean shots at him. With his armor on, he didn’t worry about being hit at all. He knew in that moment that his drive to save his friends was stronger than anything the Chaos soldiers could throw at him.

      Right now, outnumbered, the fear he could instill in his enemies was as strong a weapon as anything he could construct. Sava understood this same idea when she spoke with the enemy commander.

      Frank focused, changing the level of noise his weapon made as it dispersed death down the hall. He added his own voice to the madness as he continued his dogged walk forward.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      “Come on! Come on!” Frank roared, pumping round after round at the soldiers, catching them in their helmets, torsos, even ripping limbs from their bodies. “RAHHH!”

      The plasma rounds that did find him felt like being hit by paintballs. They came with a brief sting against his constructed armor, but Frank moved past the pain. There were worse things in this universe than physical pain, one of which was letting his friends down.

      “Oohrah!” Elly and Major Lopez screamed over the comms as they added in their own weapons fire from inside the breached weapons room. “Get some!”

      The Chaos soldiers now receiving fire from two sides began their retreat. Tripping over their own dead, they shoved and pushed their way back down the hall.

      Frank remembered Colonel Breaker slumped on the floor of the bridge, his useless arm beside him. In that moment, Frank couldn’t find it in his heart to allow the enemy to retreat. It was him or them.

      “Ahh!” He burned up the anger and hatred for those that dared harm the people he cared for.

      “Your mother’s so fat!”

      BOOM!

      “Your mama’s so ugly.”

      BAM!

      Frank pushed the attack. By the time he reached the rent doors to the weapons hold, only a handful of Chaos soldier had made it down the corridor. They disappeared around the corner.

      “I’m coming in, don’t shoot,” Frank said before entering the weapons hold. The memory of Raj’s near castration at Vega’s hands was still too fresh in his mind to ignore.

      “Roger that,” Major Lopez responded.

      The weapons hold was more like a combination workshop and storage warehouse. The room was as wide as the bridge and twice as deep. On the far right, rows of equipment and tools filled rows of bakers’ racks. On the left side of the room were a line of tables and benches to work on.

      Elly and Major Lopez had formed a defensive barrier from the benches in the middle of the room. They stood behind the barrier with their own rifles. Elly’s Momo peeked out around the left side of the defensive structure, baring his teeth.

      “No, Momo, he’s a friend,” Elly calmed the small beast. “Yes, the one that smells like flowers.”

      “Am I glad to see you, Wolffe.” Major Lopez checked her weapon before swapping out the magazine. “Raj checked in. The colonel’s stable.”

      “Good news.” Frank looked around the room. “Where’s everyone else? I thought the Neeve were helping you mount those force fields Elly created.”

      “Yeah, we could use those force fields right now.” Elly shook her head in disgust. “Another hour and I could have had them operational. The only good news is there hasn’t been reports of enemy power armor units teleporting on board the ship, so at least for now, it’s a fair fight.”

      “There were Neeve here helping us, but as soon as the Chaos soldiers started teleporting on board, they went to help.” Major Lopez picked up the story.

      The Marines paused their conversation to listen into the chatter coming through on their shared comm channel. It was Sava.

      “Laloid, tell me you got something,” Sava yelled over the noise of conflict on her end of the comm. “There’s more and more of them teleporting into the hangar bay. They’re trying to destroy our fighter crafts.”

      “Yes, I was able to isolate the frequency they are using to teleport onto the ship.” Laloid sounded excited. “I just need time now to create a code to interrupt their frequency and—”

      “There is no more time,” Sava yelled back. “Do it now!”

      “Right, right,” Laloid answered back.

      “I’ve cleared the weapons hold,” Frank said, speaking into the comm line in his helmet. “I’m coming down your way to help.”

      “We could use it.” Sava sounded out of breath. “Elly, if you could help them on the bridge, I’m sure they can find a job for you.”

      “On my way,” Elly said, lifting her rifle and running for the door. She shouted over her shoulder. Her words came out off-tone, but it didn’t seem to bother her. “You two keep your heads down.”

      Magnus ran at her heels, yipping something.

      “Yeah, this place is bananas,” Elly addressed the Momo. “We’ll have to get you some armor or something soon.”

      “I’m coming with you, Frank.” Major Lopez was strapping on her own armor suit of diamond-plated armor. “Give me two seconds.”

      “All right,” Frank said, focusing on the torn doors of the weapons bay. “Let’s see if I can do something about this in case our friends come back.”

      “You know, Frank, I’m going to be honest with you. I never really liked you.” Major Lopez grabbed a belt to fit over her dark armor that carried an extra eight magazines for her Punisher GS2000. “I thought you were cocky, self-centered, and your loyalty could be bought.”

      “Well, that’s sweet of you to say,” Frank responded, busying himself with channeling his Will to lift the broken weapons hold doors and set them back in place. “Go on.”

      “I had a chance to look at your file before we left Brytanna. I mean, really look at your file. I dug deep and I understand now why money means so much to you. I had you wrong. You’re the right man for the job, Frank Wolffe,” Major Lopez said, attaching her helmet to her magnetic belt. “I just couldn’t see that before.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better,” Frank went to an aisle holding thick metal plates and carried four out of the room, “I still don’t really like you.”

      The Marines shared a laugh as Major Lopez joined Frank outside the doors.

      Frank closed the battered metal doors to the weapons bay. Next, he lifted the thick steel plates, placing them in a square around the perimeter of the door. He constructed a welding torch and went to work securing the doors. Major Lopez helped hold the pieces in place while he worked.

      “You look good without makeup,” Frank said, glancing up to the major while he worked. “You’ve held your own no matter what your upbringing was. I’d fight by your side any day of the week, besides Tuesdays.”

      “Why not Tuesday?” Major Lopez asked, holding the last steel plate in place while Frank worked.

      “Because Tuesday is for tacos.” Frank stood examining his work. “Well, it’s not a permanent fix, but if they come back, it’ll take them a while to get through again. We can send a unit to intercept them if that happens.”

      “Roger that.” Major Lopez slammed on her helmet. “Let’s go kill some Chaos.”
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      The hangar bay was a nightmare. Frank and Major Lopez walked into the middle of a war zone. The Chaos soldiers had taken up positions all around the Draconian fighters, making it difficult for the Draconians and Neeve present not to fire on their own ships. Already half of the Draconian Dragoon fighters were either smoking or marred by scorch marks on their hulls.

      There were hundreds of the Chaos soldiers in the cargo bay with more being teleported in by the minute. Frank and the major kept low as they ran to a spot where Vega crouched behind a pile of crates.

      The acrid smell of burning flesh and the screams of war filled the hangar bay. Frank ran and slid next to Vega. She held a plasma rifle in her hands. In that moment, she wasn’t using it; she was screaming into her comms for Laloid.

      “Tell me you got it already,” Vega was yelling. “We can’t let them keep coming like this.”

      “And…” Laloid’s voice trailed off for a moment. “There! I got it; the transmission is blocked. They shouldn’t be able to teleport any more soldiers onto our ship.”

      Frank peeked his head over their defensive position. As far as he could see, Laloid was right; there were no more enemies being transported to the hangar bay.

      “Where’s Sava?” Frank had to yell into Vega’s ear to be heard over the booming rifles. “Is she here?”

      “She wanted to get close to avoid causing damage to our own ships.” Vega peeked over, pointing against the far corner. “There.”

      Frank followed Vega’s finger to where Sava was in the process of skewering a Chaos soldier through the chest with the end of a purple spear. A force field lit the air around her, but how long she could maintain the force field was yet to be known. Already dozens of rounds were slamming against her constructed barrier. Chaos soldiers were focusing on her, peppering her barrier with rounds of heated plasma.

      “We’ve got to help her out,” Major Lopez said, looking at Frank and Vega. “Ideas?”

      “Empress.” A Neeve warrior dressed in his own golden armor arrived beside Vega, handing her her own armor and greatsword.

      “Thank you,” Vega said, moving to buckle herself in the golden chest plate with the Thunderbird emblem emblazoned on the front. She looked to Frank while she prepared herself. “We’ve tried rushing them over and over again, but their weapons eat through our Neeve armor.”

      “Leave it to me,” Frank said as an insane idea cultivated in his mind. “I’ll get you and your men close enough for hand-to-hand combat.”

      Vega and Major Lopez exchanged looks.

      “Trust me,” Frank said. “There’s no time. Vega, have your men form four columns behind me and get ready to run.”

      Vega nodded, already ordering the Neeve who had brought her armor to gather the surrounding men.

      “What are you going to do this time, Frank?” Major Lopez peeked around their barrier, lining up a shot on a Chaos soldier. She squeezed her trigger, catching the enemy soldier center mass. “Want to share with the rest of the class?”

      “No time, let’s go,” Frank said, looking over to Vega, who gave him a nod.

      There were a dozen or more Neeve soldiers wearing their golden armor and helms ready to be led.

      Okay, Frank, let’s do this, just like pushing back the wall, just like what you did on Atmos but better this time. You can do it by yourself now, Frank coached himself as he channeled his Will to create something he had never constructed before. You got this.

      Deep violet matter erupted from his vambraces, covering his hands and the area in front of him. It expanded, growing larger and larger. Frank pulled more Will from deep within, fighting back the fatigue, refusing to let into even the idea he wasn’t strong enough.

      “Frank, is that pong?” Major Lopez asked, confused.

      “Just get behind me and let’s go!” Frank rushed out into the open with his construct in place. “I don’t know how long I can keep this up.”

      Major Lopez, Vega, and the other Neeve soldiers formed columns behind Frank and his construct as they waded into the fierce fire from the enemy Chaos soldiers.

      Frank had managed to construct two barriers that moved parallel to one another, reflecting back the weapons fire that touched their surface. It was the first thing that popped into Frank’s mind as he considered a barrier that could return the rounds back on the enemy.

      Behind the moving pong barriers, Frank and the others rushed forward. It was a relatively short distance through the hangar bay as the two Marines and other Neeve rushed forward. It looked like a light show as the super-heated plasma rounds struck Frank’s pong shields and reflected back on them.

      Chaos soldiers yelled warnings to their counterparts, but it was too late. Frank and the company behind him were already on top of the Chaos soldiers before they could try and mount their own defense.

      Frank crashed into four soldiers with his barrier, sending them flying backward into Draconian fighters that stood in rows on the hangar bay floor. With one quick motion, he allowed his pong barriers to evaporate while bringing his Punisher GS2000 gauss rifle into his hands.

      Everywhere he turned, his finger tapped the trigger, sending death in its red laser wake. There were so many targets clumped so close together it was like shooting fish in a barrel.

      The Neeve soldiers bellowed their war cries, slicing at the Chaos soldiers with their swords and spears. Kept at bay for so long by the Chaos soldiers’ rifles, and now let loose, they tore through the enemy like a gilded wave slicing through dandelions.

      Vega fought beside Frank on his right, Major Lopez on his left. Together they formed the spear tip that sank deep into the enemy lines.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Frank witnessed Vega swing her sword sideways and disembowel the Chaos soldier in front of her. Major Lopez to his left sent two tungsten steel rods through the breastplate of a Chaos soldier who had pretended to play dead.

      Frank fought his way to the far corner of the hangar where Sava knelt catching her breath. She held on to her spear for support. The force field encircling her dissipated at his approach.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” Frank took a defensive stance beside Sava, shielding her while she caught her breath.

      Sava’s dark green scales were covered in various colors of blood, spit, and other questionable body fluids. Her chest heaved. She looked up at Frank through her own good eye. “Glad you could make it.”

      Frank took a charging Chaos soldier through the head as he tried to blindside Major Lopez. Although Laloid had made it so the enemy couldn’t teleport additional soldiers on board, there were still enough to carry the fight.

      “We need to draw them away from our fighters,” Sava said, standing on her feet and creating her force field wall once more. “We can’t afford to lose anymore.”

      “Ugh, Frank, I think we have a situation here,” Major Lopez said through her comms as she made her way to Frank’s side. “The remaining enemy soldiers are grouping for something.”

      Frank followed her gaze. She was right. There were still about a hundred Chaos soldiers left and they were gathering for one final assault on what?

      “Are they really going to charge us?” Frank asked in disbelief. “Do they not realize their weapons can’t penetrate our shields?”

      “Not us,” Sava said, stepping in front of Major Lopez and absorbing a new spray of incoming fire. “They’re going to try and open the hangar bay doors and force field. We’ll all be sucked out into space.”

      Frank looked behind them to the corner of the hangar bay where a control panel sat in the thick grey wall. Sava had been protecting the corner and controls this entire time.

      “They’re going to try one last push,” Major Lopez warned. “Get ready.”

      “Um, guys?” Laloid sounded in their comms.

      “Not right now, Laloid,” Sava growled as she traded her spear for a short range rifle.

      “But you should really hear this.” Laloid sounded panicked.

      “For the love of all that’s holy.” Colonel Breaker’s voice sounded haggard. “We have incoming. The Chaos warship has deployed its fighters once they realized we stopped them from transporting soldiers. They’ll be on us within the minute.”

      There was no time to process the news. The remaining Chaos soldiers in front of them charged forward like an erupting volcano spewing lava over the ground.

      “Stop them!” Sava ordered. “We can’t let them get to the control panel!”
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      The Chaos soldiers charged with a manic frenzy Frank had seen before. It was when a soldier understood there was no way out. The enemy had resigned themselves to an end where surrender was not an option. They were all willing to die to get to the control panel, opening the hangar to the cold vacuum of space.

      Vega led her mix of Neeve and Draconian soldiers from the flank charging into the enemy, but it would be up to Frank, Sava, and Major Lopez to take the brunt of the blow.

      Frank moved forward to stand next to Sava, giving Major Lopez more cover, although offering the major may have been unnecessary. The charging Chaos horde was less interested in picking careful targets and more interested in covering the ground between them and the control panel.

      A few wild shots slammed into Frank, leaving the promise of more bruises and welts, but his Will held.

      “We can’t let a single enemy pass,” Sava said, holding down the trigger of her rifle and hammering the enemy with purple rounds. “Not a single one.”

      Frank pulled on his knowledge of weaponry, searching for the right tool for the job. In both his time served in the Corps as well as working for B.U.T.T.S., he had handled hundreds of different types of weapons. The key now would be finding one that would eviscerate the enemy without tearing apart the hangar bay.

      That might be overkill, Frank thought to himself as a weapon sprang to mind. Ah, what the heck.

      Frank brought a M134 minigun with six rotating barrels into his hands. The beast was capable of firing up to six thousand rounds per minute. If he was lucky, he would get a fraction of that time before the enemy was on top of them.

      Dat-dat! Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat-dat!

      The minigun spit black flames from its mouth like some ancient dragon resurrected from legend. It sounded more like a saw than a long range weapon as it cut the enemy in half.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Major Lopez added her own weapon to the mix, picking off any soldiers who tried to run and flank them.

      Sava understood what was happening and constructed a waist-high wall between them and the approaching soldiers, just tall enough to provide a problem for the advancing army while still allowing Frank to tear them apart.

      Twenty yards from their defensive location, it looked like Major Lopez and the Arilion Knights would prove victorious. The chaos soldiers were being turned into bloody pulps. Trying to vault the wall Sava erected along with their own dead was proving too much.

      As soon as hope blossomed in the hearts of the defenders, it was ripped away.

      A rumbling began under their feet, then the floor buckled. The enemy fighters had arrived and were pounding the Ryker’s shields.

      “What’s going on out there?” Sava yelled into her comm. “We’re almost—”

      BAM!

      The entire hangar bay rocked, throwing everyone into the air. The lights in the bay flickered off and on. Frank was tossed to the left, his head slamming into the hard ground ten feet from his previous position.

      “Enemy ships opening fire,” Colonel Breaker said through the comms. “Their warship is also in range for long weapons fire. We’re engaging now.”

      The hangar bay controls. Frank reminded himself. You have to get back to the hangar bay controls.

      The lights still flickered between their normal on position to a bright green color as the backup generators took over control. Frank’s constructed helmet tried to negotiate the light differential for him, alternating as quickly as the flickering lights around him.

      Screams and weapons fire carried through the hangar, the lack of visibility only adding to the madness that came with the battle.

      Frank rose to his feet, looking over at the control panel. His stomach clenched in his gut. A group of Chaos soldiers were already at the panel. Major Lopez was the only one there now. Sava was nowhere to be seen.

      The major had lost her Punisher GS2000 rifle. In her right hand, she held her Ka-bar, in the left her Reckoner P7. She fought like a woman possessed, sending a spray of rounds at point blank range into the lead enemy soldier, then rolling to the left and plunging her Ka-bar hilt deep in the base of another enemy’s skull, but there were at least eight soldiers still on their feet and they overwhelmed her.

      Frank sprinted forward. Too late. One of the last remaining Chaos soldiers slammed his gauntleted fist on the control panel, turning off the force field that separated the hangar from space and opening the bay doors.

      Everyone in the room was sucked out toward the pull of space. It happened so fast, Frank wasn’t even able to hold on to anything or create a construct to anchor him in place. One second, he was racing toward the control panel, the next, he was flying through the air toward the lung-exploding, vessel-rupturing, body fluid-boiling pressure of space that awaited.

      Screams of Chaos, Neeve, and Draconian soldiers alike flying through the hangar were soon silenced as they were sucked out into the dark landscape of death. Bodies slammed against the steel doors of the hangar in the darkness, breaking with a hideous crushing sound.

      Frank lashed out with his right arm, constructing a chain he anchored into the floor of the ship.

      The lights finally turned on, allowing Frank to see the state of the hangar. Bodies were airborne in every direction, the mad pull of space now only a matter of feet from where he managed to cling. Not only bodies; as the doors slid open, the circular Draconian fighter ships were beginning to slide out like frisbees.

      Vega flashed by Frank so fast, he almost missed her. At the last second, he grabbed her with his left hand. She clamped on to his wrist with both of her own hands.

      “I got you!” Frank yelled over the rush of escaping air.

      The pull on Frank’s shoulders was beginning to add up. His muscles burned as he tried to figure out a way to close the doors.

      A purple glow appeared by the control panel a moment later. Sava was flying, battling past the pull of space. She did it. She reached the controls. The hangar bay doors were beginning to close. The shield would be up a moment later.

      Frank looked down, expecting the rush of wind to stop at any moment. Bounding off the windshield of Dragoon, Major Lopez scratched and clawed to grab hold of anything. Her helmet missing, her head careened into the tail fin of the Draconian aircraft and her body went limp as she was sucked out of the launch bay.

      All went silent and slowed in the moment Frank saw Major Lucy Lopez’s limp body tumbling away. He was too stunned to utter a word.

      A second later, the bay’s energy shield was back up and Frank’s ricocheting body slammed into the floor, galvanizing him from his stupor.
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      “No!” Frank allowed his constructs to dissipate. He jumped to his feet alongside Vega. “Sava, you have to open it! Open the doors. The major got sucked out!”

      Even as Frank said the words, deep down, he knew the major was already gone. She didn’t have her helmet to offer any supply of oxygen, and even if she did, Frank understood Sava wouldn’t open the shuttle bay doors while they were being attacked, not until they had their own fighters ready to respond.

      Still, he couldn’t keep himself from trying.

      “Open the doors; I can get her,” Frank said, trying to push past Sava.

      The Draconian Arilion Knight bled from a deep gash on the side of her head. Green blood dripped down her brow. She didn’t move to wipe the sticky substance from her eye. She redirected herself between Frank and the control panel.

      “She’s gone,” Sava said with no emotion in her tone. “We have an enemy warship bearing down on us with our own fleet of fighters depleted.”

      “Out of my way.” Frank shoved at Sava. His rational mind told him Sava was right. However, the heat of battle still boiled too hot in his veins for logical thought to take place.

      Sava stood her ground, shoving Frank right back. She was taller than he was and nearly as muscular, but Frank understood her strength had nothing to do with her physical power.

      Frank’s anger reached a tipping point. He held Sava’s stare.

      “Frank.” Vega grabbed his left shoulder and spun him around. “You know what she would have wanted. What would she say if she were here?”

      Tears pooled in Frank’s eyes. He didn’t give them the satisfaction of falling. He had been through this too many times before not to know exactly what to do. He buried his feelings deep, hiding them away to haunt him at a future date.

      “Give me something to do,” Frank told more than asked Sava. “Give me something to do before I go crazy.”

      “All remaining pilots report to your ships.” Colonel Breaker’s voice came over the main circuit.

      The hangar bay rolled and tossed again, threatening to throw the soldiers once more into the air. Sparks flared and burned as wires were torn out of their socket and circuits fried.

      “I know you don’t know the first thing about flying, but you understand how to lead and organize,” Sava said, ignoring Frank for the moment and setting her eyes on Vega. “Can you get any pilots we have left into whatever ships still remain?”

      “I can.” Vega gave Frank’s hand another squeeze before rushing off.

      “Shields at fifty percent and falling.” Colonel Breaker’s voice came through Frank’s and Sava’s comms this time. “We can hold our own against the fighters or their warship but not both.”

      “I have a plan,” Sava spoke into her comm, eyeing Frank. “Laloid, I have a pair of Arilion here that would love to get their hands on an enemy commander. Can you teleport us onto their bridge?”

      “What?” Laloid’s voice entered the comms, incredulous. “You want me to beam you to their ship? Just the two of you?”

      “Can you do it?” Sava asked.

      There was a pause. Frank took the time to consider how wild Sava’s plan was. Just the two of them on a ship full of targets? He liked it.

      “I don’t know,” Laloid said warily. “I’d have to scan their ship and make sure they aren’t using the same jamming tech—”

      “Already scanned them and, no, they aren’t using the same jamming tech we are. They don’t know we can do the same thing to them as they did to us.” Elly’s voice cut off Laloid. Elly continued with a hard tone unfamiliar to her nature. “Get some for me, Frank, for Major Lopez.”

      “We heard what happened over the comms,” Raj said quietly.

      “Kill them all and let God sort them out.” Colonel Breaker’s cold voice sent chills down Frank’s spine.

      “Oohrah, sir,” Frank said, choosing a weapon the Marine Corps had taught him to use so well it felt like an extension of himself, the M16A4. “For Lopez.”

      “Stand by,” Elly said over the comms.

      “When we get to their bridge, we won’t know what to expect.” Sava summoned a curved blade in one hand and a Draconian handgun in the other. “Kill whatever moves. I’ll head to the doors of the bridge and make sure they’re shut. You kill the enemy commander.”

      “I can do that.” Frank swallowed hard, forcing himself to focus past his loss. His heart rate doubled; every muscle in his body was poised to move at the slightest command.

      “Here we go. I don’t know how this is going to make you feel or if there are going to be any side effects. You should be all right,” Elly said in a voice that sounded like even she didn’t believe her own words. “In three…”

      “Should be all right?” Sava repeated the words, looking to Frank with concern.

      “Two…”

      “Welcome to my world,” Frank told the Draconian.

      “One…”

      Nothing happened.

      “Are we supposed to go on, ‘one’ or is there ‘go’ coming anytime soon?” Frank said, straightening up and looking to Sava for answers she didn’t have. “Elly?”

      “Oh, sorry, forgot to add a decimal in my calculations,” Elly said over the comms. “Go!”

      Frank’s entire body felt tingly, like he had chugged a double serving of espresso mixed with pre-workout BCAAs. One moment, Neeve and Draconian soldiers ran across the hangar climbing into ships and making last minute repairs to the still salvageable Dragoon fighters, the next minute, Frank was on the enemy bridge. Unlike the Ryker’s, the bridge was only one square level. A total of eight crew members sat in their seats with the enemy commander in the center. Their chairs and workstations were black, while bright white light made everything easily recognizable.

      Unlike the Chaos soldiers Frank had become so accustomed to battling, these bridge members did not wear either armor or helmets. Frank got to see exactly what their faces looked like up close.

      Most of them looked like the same species Commander Trask hailed from: tall, thick humanoid creatures with short mandibles on either side of their faces. But a few were different. There was an alien with four arms with a hardened exoskeleton to his left and a hairy thing with massive black eyes to his right.

      As soon as they were transported onto the enemy bridge, Frank pointed his weapon at Commander Trask’s head. He didn’t actually think the situation would end with the enemy surrendering, but he had to try.

      “Hey, there,” Frank said to the stunned enemy bridge. “Any chance you want to give up?”

      “Kill them!” Commander Trask reached for a sidearm at his hip.

      “Didn’t think so,” Frank said, squeezing his trigger.

      At the same time, he was struck from his right by the four-armed bug creature. It spat ooze green and slime from its horizontal-shaped mouth.

      The blow was just enough to turn Frank’s aim, sending his round into Commander Trask’s right shoulder instead of his chest.

      The bridge that had been still just a second before now erupted in a riot of violence.
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      Commander Trask fell. As fiercely as Frank wanted to finish the enemy leader, he had his hands full as the entire bridge reached for the sidearms that hung on each of their belts. The insect alien to Frank’s right kept spewing at him with green rounds of slimy vomit. The substance burned and hissed against Frank’s constructed armor, yet wasn’t strong enough to break through.

      PEW! PEW! PEW! PEW!

      The enemy weapons actually make a pewing noise, Frank thought to himself as he rolled out of the way, bringing up his own M16A4. Let’s introduce them to how Earth weapons sound.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Frank opened fire on the bridge, sending rounds into two enemy soldiers bringing their weapons to bear on Frank. Out of the corner of his eye, Frank saw Sava gun down a Chaos soldier running for the exit. She slammed her knife into the control panel next to the bridge doors.

      With a steel WHOOSH sound, the doors slammed shut. Sava turned and opened fire on the remaining crew members alongside Frank.

      Again, Frank was hit from behind by the slimy green vomit the alien insect continued to hurl on him. He was covered with the stuff now from his helmet to his boots.

      “That’s so disgusting!” Frank stood up, ramming the end of his rifle into the insect’s mouth and double-tapping the trigger. “Stop puking on me!”

      Sava made short work of two more enemies until there was only the furry one with big eyes and the wounded commander on the ground. The hairy alien soldier still holding his weapon dropped it and lifted his hands into the air. “I surrend—”

      Pew!

      His head exploded into a million pieces of rank blood, skeletal bits, and matted fur. Frank and Sava aimed their weapons at Commander Trask, who lay on the ground. His own weapon still pointed toward where his subordinate just stood.

      He lowered his weapon, chuckling to himself as if he had just realized some inside joke.

      “Give up,” Sava commanded. “Your ship belongs to us.”

      Banging and shouts came from the bridge door as Chaos soldiers tried to rush in to aid their comrades.

      “This vessel may belong to you for the time being,” Commander Trask sneered, the pincers on either of his cheeks vibrating with rage. “But you cannot stop the Lord of Chaos. This ship is nothing compared to his true might. I will make good on my promise and kill you all.”

      Commander Trask reached for something on his left wrist, some kind of control panel built into his gauntlet.

      “Weapon!” Frank shouted, once more squeezing the trigger on his M16A4.

      The shots buried themselves deep inside the bridge floor as Commander Trask disappeared, teleporting to safety.

      “Son of a teleporting commander,” Frank said at the same time thinking he was spending way too much time with Raj. He looked over to Sava. “What now?”

      The banging on the bridge doors was getting louder. Weapons hammered against the closed steel barriers as soldiers outside tried in vain to enter.

      “Make sure they can’t get in,” Sava told Frank as she ran to a workstation. “Elly, Laloid, come in.”

      “We can hear you,” Laloid said frantically. “Sava, Frank, you have to get off the ship now. We can teleport you back.”

      “No, why?” Sava answered. “We’ve cleared the bridge. We can take this ship.”

      “The fighters harassing us have broken off and are heading back your way,” Elly told Sava. “I don’t think they plan on allowing their ship to fall into our hands. Let us bring you back.”

      Sava looked up to Frank.

      “I’m with you,” Frank said, looking at the array of screens and monitors on the enemy ship’s bridge. “But how are we going to fly this thing?”

      “You know you’re covered in green goop, right?” Sava asked.

      “Yep, thanks for reminding me.”

      “Colonel Breaker, what’s the status of the Ryker?” Sava asked over the comms.

      “Shields are nearly depleted, but we’re not the ones we should be worrying about right now. You have an army of fighters bearing down on your position,” Colonel Breaker answered. “I suggest getting Laloid or Elly over there via teleportation ASAP.”

      “Great idea,” Sava said. “Send Elly; Laloid will be more use to you there since he knows our ship inside and out.”

      “Roger that,” Colonel Breaker said. “Laloid, send Elly over.”

      “Wait.” Elly sounded panicked. “I don’t think—”

      One moment, she was just a voice over the comms, the next, she materialized in front of them. Elly immediately fell to her knees, hyperventilating.

      “Ugh, I–I hate that.,” Elly fought to her feet, only to see the corpse of the four-armed alien with his head blown apart, and bent down with her head between her knees, gasping for air.

      “I’d hold your hair and construct a bag, but we need you to suck it up right now,” Frank said, running over and pulling Elly to her feet. “Come on, you got this.”

      Elly pushed herself away from Frank, not even looking at his green-splattered armor. She let out a slow, low breath getting a lay of the Chaos ship’s bridge. Next, she pushed her glasses further up her nose, adjusted the tuning on her listening device, and chose a station near the center with an exceptionally large monitor, and began working.

      A second later, the entire ship rocked.

      “Fighters have arrived,” Colonel Breaker said through the comms. “We can’t help you out with the batteries on the Ryker because we’ll risk shooting you. We’re still working on launching the Dragoon squadrons. The good news is that your shields are up from fighting with us.”

      The pounding on the bridge door intensified as larger weapons were being used to try and break into the bridge.

      “Elly?” Sava asked.

      “I’m trying, I’m trying,” Elly said, shaking her head. “It’s not as easy as it seems. Everything is different here. There’s no manuals or how-to guides. It’s not as easy as I make things look.”

      The pounding on the door intensified.

      “Hey, Elly,” Frank said, joining her at her monitor. “You think you can patch me through to the rest of the ship from my comms? I think I have an idea on how to at least get them to stop hammering on the door.”

      “Give me a sec.” Elly worked frantically, trying a few different combinations on the monitor in front of her. Her finger flew across the controls in a blur. “Here, try it now.”

      “Hello, Chaos boys and girls,” Frank said. He knew Elly had done it. A brief pause in the hammering on the other side of the door told him as much. “This is a public service announcement from your friendly Arilion Knights. We teleported onto your ship and took over the bridge. We’ll use the teleportation to drop all of you into space in a second if you don’t stop trying to break in, courtesy of your leader, Trask. Who, by the way, has abandoned ship. So... there’s that.”

      “Are you really prepared to do that?” Sava asked. “Can we even teleport that many beings at once?”

      Frank double checked his comm unit was off. “I don’t know, but they don’t know that I don’t know.”

      “And what if they call our bluff?” Sava asked, shooting out a hand to stabilize herself as the ship rocked under the fire of its own fighters. “What then?”

      “Then we wait for them to—to—I don’t know, then they break in and we kill them all anyway.” Frank was beginning to feel heat rise to his face as fatigue and anger mixed inside of him. “I’m making this up as I go.”

      “Okay, it looks like shields can still buy us a few more minutes of—”

      Elly’s next words were lost as the ship rolled again, this time, so violently that Frank lost his footing and stumbled into the wall. Sparks from wires snapping out of place sizzled in overhead compartments.

      “All right, maybe a minute,” Elly said, working furiously. “Those fighters are making strafing runs on us unopposed. I need to get the defensive ship turrets up. In the meantime, I can at least let us see what’s going on.”

      Frank bit his tongue. He understood Elly was working as fast as she could. Him harping on her wasn’t going to help anything.

      Blaster shields rose from the front of the bridge in front of them, revealing three giant windows reflecting the scene in front of and around them out into space. Frank’s jaw dropped as he witnessed the mayhem taking place outside.
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      The Ryker looked like a tiny dot in front of them. Against the expanse of space, even the mighty Draconian ship could look like a penny in a fountain. All around them, the Chaos fighters swarmed like an army of flies on a dying carcass.

      The enemy fighters were narrow like a dart. The wings they did have extended from the back of their black ships and came out like triangles. The many points of their jagged fins helped them to remain light and whiz through the space around the ship. Frank estimated there were forty, maybe fifty of the swarming crafts firing on them.

      Electric yellow laser rounds peppered their own warship in a constant barrage, lighting up the screen like a Fourth of July fireworks finale. If it had not been for the dire situation Frank found himself in, it might have even been beautiful.

      “We may need to start thinking of a plan B,” Sava said, looking to Frank. “We cannot just give this ship back to them. We should set an explosive large enough to annihilate the bridge and then teleport back to the Ryker.”

      Frank knew Sava was right. His stomach still twisted and cringed at the idea of handing back a warship that belonged to them at the moment. In the coming campaign with the Chaos Lord himself, having two warships instead of one could make the difference between victory and defeat.

      “She can do it.” Frank looked Sava right in the eyes. “Elly will find a way to make it happen.”

      “And if she doesn’t?” Sava asked.

      “I’m right here, you guys. I can literally hear everything you’re saying,” Elly said, working furiously on the colorful monitor in front of her. It was a miracle at all that she could understand any of it.

      “She will.” Frank nodded at Sava. “Trust me.”

      “Still here,” Elly said, not taking her eyes off the screen. “The added pressure’s not helping. Wait a minute. Bingo!”

      The ship’s defensive turrets came to life, screaming as they pumped rounds of white-hot laser fire back on their own ships. The blackness of space looked like a light show as dozens of duel turrets mounted on the Chaos warship added their voice to the battle.

      Explosions rocked the view in silent victories all around them as the Chaos ships were taken by surprise. They had been free to fly as they wanted, making their strafing runs without fear of being fired back on one moment before. Now they began evasive maneuvers as they were targeted by their own warship’s cannons.

      “Great job, Elly!” Frank said, standing behind her and placing a hand on her right shoulder. “I never doubted you—well maybe just a tiny bit, but I mostly didn’t doubt you.”

      “Uh, thanks, I think, but don’t get too excited yet.” Elly cleared her throat. “So, uh, our shields may be toast. Another round of hits and we’ll be taking more damage than we can endure.”

      Frank felt his heart drop in his chest. He knew Sava would make them pull out. They had been so close to seizing the ship only to have it lost now.

      “I feel the same emptiness of defeat as you,” Sava said, staring at the front display screen to where the enemy fighters looked to be gathering. “We can’t let that cloud our judgment. We’ll still strike a harsh blow to the Chaos army by destroying this ship.”

      The black Chaos fighters were indeed grouping in front of their ship, forming ranks just outside of the range of the defensive turrets. They were preparing for their final attack run.

      At that moment, the most unexpected chant came over the comms. It was a voice Frank knew he recognized but couldn’t quite place at that moment.

      “Haters, gonna hate, hate, hate and players gonna play, play, play but shake it off, shake it off. Amen,” the voice said over the comm.

      “What the french toast!” Elly said, gawking at the screen before them.

      Frank went from coming to terms with the sickening dread in the pit of his stomach at having failed to capture the Chaos warship to a giddy high of elation. He realized where he knew the voice from now. It was Rex, the young Draconian pilot he had met when they first arrived on Brytanna.

      “Awwwww yeahhhhh!” Frank yelled into the comms, his voice nearly cracking.

      The remaining Dragoon fighters along with those pilots still able to fly appeared to the right, flanking the enemy. They still had to be outnumbered at a minimum of three to one. Still, that wasn’t stopping the pilots.

      “Hammer squadron and Venom squadron reporting in,” Rex said through a rush of excitement. “Leave them to us!”

      If Frank had thought the scene in front of them had been chaotic when just their ship was fighting off the Chaos fighters, he didn’t know what to think now. The world in front of their eyes lit up like a rave show. Flashes of lights and blurred visions of ships pitching in and out and round in a frenzied dance. Enemy fighters partied in a hysteria, some unable to escape the wave of Draconian fighter pilots. Neon green laser blasts from the Draconian fighters slammed into multiple enemy ships, making them explode on impact, adding deep oranges and reds and grey of fire and smoke to the show.

      Even with the arrival of their fighters, Frank understood victory was not guaranteed. The Dragoons were outnumbered and therefore outgunned. It would take something more to tip the battle in the favor of Frank and the unlikely alliance of Draconians and Neeve.

      “We’re nearly in range to use our forward cannon without fear of striking you or our own ships,” Colonel Breaker said over the comms.

      “It’s okay; I have an idea,” Frank shouted back.

      “Oh no,” Laloid said in a muffled voice.

      “Hey, I heard that,” Frank said running to the wall separating them inside the bridge from the mayhem outside. He looked over at Sava. “You think you have enough in the tank to construct one of those guns that sits in the back of your Crawlers?”

      Sava eyed Frank with her one good eye. A slow grin spread over her lips. “I always have more to give.”

      The Draconian Arilion joined Frank at the front viewing screen. “We’ll have to augment the guns slightly to shoot farther and more powerfully. DO YOU think you have enough Will left to construct such a weapon?”

      “Yut! I’m a Marine,” Frank said, pounding his chest. “I’ll get the job done.”

      “Kill! Kill! Kill!” Colonel Breaker, Elly, and Raj joined the ovation.

      Sava nodded back.

      Frank closed his eyes, allowing his M14A4 and armor to vanish from his body. If he was going to do this, it would take every ounce of his Will he had left.

      Here we go, Frank coached himself. It’s the twelfth round. Who has more to give? Who gets back up?

      Warmth spread to Frank’s chest. He kept his eyes closed in order to better concentrate on seeing the weapon he had used on the back of the Crawler in his mind. Only this time the barrels of the cannon were larger and deadlier.

      “You two are something else,” Elly breathed from behind the Knights. “Good thing I figured out the comms. Here you go.”

      “Like a true nature's child, we were born, born to be wild. We can climb so high. I never wanna die...” Mars Bonfire’s lyrical anthem “Born to be Wild” gave Frank the galvanization he needed for another epic feat. The steady clash of the cymbals and drums and the exhilaration of the guitar from Steppenwolf blared over the ship’s speakers. A grin came to Frank’s lips as he wondered what the Chaos soldier still on board made of the sound.

      “Born to be wild!” Frank exclaimed as he opened his eyes.

      Wonder washed over him as he stood in front of the weapon he had created. Like all his constructs, it glowed in a dark electric purple, almost black. The weapon was placed halfway through the front panel with the barrels of the guns outside of the glass and the chest harness inside.

      Frank looked over to Sava, who had created nearly the same model, only larger. She grinned over at Frank with a shrug as she examined his gun’s smaller form.

      “Hey, it’s not the size that matters,” Frank said, going back to his own weapon. He pressed his chest against the harness and grabbed the trigger. “Let’s do this.”

      Frank sighted down the crosshairs and went to work. Over and over again, he led the Chaos fighters, sending a barrage of weapon fire their way. Sava did the same right next to him, their ultraviolet laser fire slamming into the fighter one second, producing balls of fire space snuffed out the next.

      It was more difficult than Frank anticipated, nothing like Star Wars when Han and Luke manned their own turrets and took down the enemy tie fighters. Frank picked his shots, making sure to lead his target while not putting any of the Draconian fighters in jeopardy.

      After he got his third kill, Frank looked over to Sava. “Not that I’m keeping count, but that’s three for me and two for you.”

      “Are all humans this cocky?” Sava growled, keeping her eye forward.

      “What!?!” Frank shouted over the music. “I can’t hear you. I’m too busy racking up more kills than you.”

      As quickly as the fight had begun, it ended. Between the combined fire power of the ship’s defensive batteries, the Dragoons, and Frank and Sava, the Chaos fighters didn’t have a chance.

      The last remaining Chaos Darts fled into the bleakness of space.

      “Let them go,” Colonel Breaker said over the comms. “We did what we needed to do.”

      A series of rogers answered him back via the comm line.

      “We did more than what we needed to do,” Elly said to Frank and Sava from her seat at the monitor. “I just found their star log. I know exactly where they’ve been.”

      Frank exchanged looks with Sava.

      “That means we know where the Lord of Chaos has been hiding.” Sava grinned, displaying an array of sharp teeth.
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      Frank stood between Colonel Breaker and Vega on the hangar bay floor. Everyone who was not needed to man the bridges of the Ryker or the captured enemy battleship was in attendance. They stood at attention, all facing a simple podium on a raised platform.

      Three species of unlikely allies waited for Sava to speak. The Draconian wore her uniform under her brown cloak. The wound on her head was bandaged to stop the flow of blood. It was hard to believe that it had only been yesterday they were under attack, still harder to believe Major Lopez was gone.

      “The sacrifices that were made both in space and on this very ship, in this very hangar are ones whose memory we will carry with us for the rest of our lives,” Sava began. She clenched the podium with both of her hands so hard Frank could see her forearm muscles bulge. “It’s up to us to make sure they didn’t die in vain. Today we make the jump into hyper speed and take this fight to the Lord of Chaos himself. Remember and hold close to your hearts what happened here. Use that anger and rage you feel and fight for the freedom of our universe.”

      There was no applause when Sava was done. Rex, the young pilot that led the charge on the enemy Darts, stood next to the raised podium and played an instrument that looked like a trombone and sounded like a bugle. It was a slow, sad song that evoked more emotion in Frank than he’d ever admit.

      We’re almost there, Frank said to himself. The end is in sight. Find the Lord of Chaos. Kill the Lord of Chaos.

      When the instrument finished playing, those in attendance were a mixed bag of tears and soft conversation. Frank turned to the colonel, who was neither.

      “The surviving Chaos soldiers on the enemy ship have been rounded up and are being held prisoner in their own brig,” Colonel Breaker breathed. The odor coming from his breath was a cocktail of hard alcohol and turpentine. “I think they would have fought to the last man if it weren’t for your threat to teleport them into space. Maybe we should’ve done that anyway.”

      Frank nodded along with the colonel’s words. The man standing before him was a shell of the CO who entered this fight: his eyes were bloodshot and glossed over with years of repressed pain taking over. His right suit jacket arm hung limp by his side.

      “Raj and Elly assure me the Draconians have new tech on a robotic prosthetic.” Colonel Breaker followed Frank’s eyes to his arm. “I’ll be fit with one by the time we reach the next fight.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare,” Frank said, thinking back on how the colonel received the injury in the first place. “Thank you for pushing me out of the way. I don’t think I’ve said that yet.”

      “You never have to. I’ve seen enough of my Marines die. If there’s any chance I can take their place, I’m going to every time.” Colonel Breaker shook his head, already moving on to the next topic of conversation. “Reports show we lost a hundred and twenty-seven soldiers in the fight and twice as many wounded. When we do hit the Chaos Lord, it’ll be with two-thirds of the fighting force who left Brytanna.”

      “But we have another warship now.” Frank weighed the odds in his mind. “I’d still bet on us.”

      “Me too,” Colonel Breaker said, eyeing Vega, who stood quietly by waiting for the men to finish. “I don’t want to keep an empress waiting. You did good, Frank.”

      Frank relived the moment Major Lopez flew through the hangar bay doors. “Not good enough.”

      Colonel Breaker slowly nodded and walked away.

      “I’m worried about him,” Vega said, joining Frank. “I don’t just mean the fact he reeks of alcohol. It’s like with every death, he’s losing a part of himself.”

      “The colonel won’t let anything, not even himself, stand in the way of solid leadership,” Frank said, trying to convince himself as much as Vega. “If he felt he couldn’t lead, he’d step down.”

      “Word is Sava plans on giving command of the Ryker to me and command of the Lucy to Colonel Breaker,” Vega said thinking out loud. “We discussed it this morning.”

      “The Lucy?” Frank repeated.

      “The colonel’s idea.” Vega motioned for Frank to follow her as they walked from the hangar bay. “It’s fitting, though, don’t you think? When we rain down fire on the Chaos Lord, it’ll be from vessels holding names of the ones we’ve lost along the way.”

      Frank remained silent, contemplating Vega’s words.

      She led him to an elevator, opening the doors and selecting an upper level. Vega wore her hair up in a braided mound, her white jacket with gold trim and slender pants hugging her body in a way that wasn’t seductive but firm and commanding.

      “Where are we going?” Frank finally asked as the elevator started to rise.

      “You’ll see.” Vega laced the fingers in her left hand into Frank’s right. “Trust me.”

      When the elevator doors dinged open, they were on one of the highest levels of the Ryker. An empty viewing room with an open glass dome showed them the stars burning brightly overhead.

      Vega led Frank by the hand to the edge of the room, where a window showed them space beyond and the ship extended below.

      “It’s the only viewing room on the ship, but I thought it would be the best place to watch from as we enter hyperspace,” Vega explained.

      She stood so close, her body pressed against his own. The smell of her cinnamon-vanilla hair was intoxicating.

      “Sava will take control of the Ryker as we make the jump,” Vega explained. “Colonel Breaker, the Lucy. With the coordinates Elly found, we should reach the Chaos Lord in a matter of days.”

      Frank loosened his hand from Vega’s, placing an arm around her and drawing her close.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” Vega asked as they both looked out the window.

      “Of course,” Frank answered. “Especially if it’s embarrassing.”

      “No such luck there.” Vega chuckled. “I feel safe with you. In a situation where I’m expected to lead, be strong and decisive, it feels nice to have someone I can be—be like this with. And I like the way you can make me laugh without even trying.”

      “I feel the same way,” Frank said, trying to navigate the conversation.

      Is this where you’re supposed to ask her if we’re boyfriend and girlfriend? Is that school age stuff? Frank racked his mind, debating the question. Maybe it’s just called being exclusive now without titles? Why are you so bad at this?

      “Crews both on the Ryker and our newly appointed warship, the Lucy.” Sava’s voice over the ship’s speakers saved Frank from putting his foot into his mouth. “We are preparing to make the jump into hyperspace. The ship’s inertial dampeners should make the transition smooth. There is no need for concern.”

      The elevator doors onto the viewing station chimed as Draconians and Neeve alike joined Frank and Vega. It seemed they weren’t the only ones eager to get a view of the events taking place around them.

      Frank nodded to a few familiar faces, releasing Vega from the warmth of his arm. In turn, he lost the warmth from hers. He wasn’t sure if it was appropriate for the Empress of Atmos to be seen under the arms of a Human.

      A second later, Frank felt Vega wrap her warm slender fingers into his own once more. The chatter on the viewing deck quieted as the Ryker trembled.

      “Preparing to engage hyper speed in, three,” Sava said, pausing for a moment, “two, one.”

      One moment, Frank was looking out into the blackness of space dotted with millions of tiny lights, the next, those lights seemed to lengthen and then blur as the ship rocketed forward.

      A colorful stream of light twisted and turned all around the ship. It reminded Frank of the many colors that played in the fog when the sphere opened a gateway. Every color of the spectrum was represented, from vivid yellow to deep green as lights rushed by.

      There were oohs and awwws on the ship viewing platform as those in attendance marveled at the scene in front of them. Frank felt his own happiness come and leave as his thoughts turned toward where they were headed.

      They had already lost so much. Now they were hurtling through space to meet this threat head on. How many more lives would be lost before the Chaos Lord was finally killed? How many lives would be saved?

      Frank tightened his grip on Vega’s hand as they raced through space.
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      “It’s actually not that complicated.” Elly tried to explain the controls of the Lucy to Frank and Raj. “Systems have their unique coded algorithms that check things like thrusters, inertial dampeners, and shields. The most taxing part of the new warship was familiarizing myself with the—hey, are you guys even listening?”

      “You lost me at complicated,” Frank said with a shrug. “Come on; you know me well enough at this point. What in the history of our relationship makes you think I can follow along with what you’re saying?”

      “Fair enough.” Elly pushed the glasses sliding down her nose back up and skewered Raj with a stare that could turn people into stone. “But you, Lieutenant Raj Agarwal, what’s your excuse?”

      “Oh, she used my full title,” Raj said, looking to Frank for help. “I’m in trouble.”

      Frank let Raj and Elly talk their scientific engineering lingo as he glanced over the bridge of the Lucy. Only days ago, he was fighting and nearly capturing the enemy commander on board. Commander Trask had managed to teleport away just in the nick of time. Since he wasn’t on board with the rest of the Chaos prisoners, they had surmised that he teleported to a Dart and fled before the battle was even over, coward.

      Now the ship was manned with a makeshift crew of Marines, Draconians, and Neeve. Colonel Breaker sat in the captain’s chair, stretching and examining the new prototype limb that glistened every time the light caught it.

      The robotic limb didn’t look like a machine at all. When Frank heard that Raj was administering the limb, he had expected to see a terminator-like arm on the colonel. It seemed the Draconians were far past that. The metallic appendage on the colonel looked like a regular arm in every way, down to the muscles that moved under the metallic surface when the colonel flexed.

      The only thing that separated the arm as robotic at all was the steel color and parallel thin black bands that connected the moving parts.

      Aside from the colonel, there were eight other stations, including Elly’s. Four Draconians trained to pilot their own ship and three Neeves who were getting on-the-job training.

      Both the Ryker and the Lucy were working with skeleton crews. There were only one or two Draconians actually trained at doing their jobs on the ship for every section. They had spent the last few days instructing the Neeve on how to perform duties around the ship.

      “Earth to Frank—oh, I guess that saying doesn’t really make sense anymore,” Elly said, reeling Frank back in. “We’re about to exit hyper speed. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” Frank lied. “Just getting lost in my own head.”

      “Sounds like a scary place to be,” Raj added.

      “You have no idea,” Frank said.

      “All right, well, we’re seconds away from exiting hyper speed and seeing where it’s taken us,” Elly said, pushing a few buttons on her control monitor. “Colonel Breaker, we’re at the thirty-second warning.”

      “Very good,” Colonel Breaker said, staring out the window in front of him. “I want shields up and weapons ready to fire. We could be walking into anything. Be prepared for evasive maneuvers.”

      A series of rogers answered the colonel in return.

      “Frank, I don’t know how much you can do from aboard the bridge, but depending on what we find, we might need more fire power.” Colonel Breaker turned to look at Frank.

      “Yes, sir.” Frank strode forward to stand next to the colonel. He was only a few yards from the front screen now. If need be, he could run there and construct a weapon within seconds.

      “Here we go,” Elly said, starting at five. “Five, four, three, two, and show time.”

      The Lucy and Ryker exited hyper speed at the same time. The Draconian-shaped vessel on their right flew beside them, matching them for speed. But the massive ship was not what caught Frank’s eye.

      They had been deposited in a section of the unknown universe where the stars all round them seemed duller. Frank was used to the stars surrounding his view being bright and vibrant. These stars carried a darkness with them, barely glowing in the presence of the planet that stared Frank in the face.

      Frank was no expert on planetary mass or gravitational shapes, but he knew something was wrong as soon as he saw it.

      “Elly?” Colonel Breaker asked. “What are we looking at here?”

      “It—it’s a small moon,” Elly said, her fingers tapping on the monitor.

      Whispers from the rest of the crew bathed the bridge in mystery.

      “Why’s it shaped like an egg?” Frank finally asked.

      “Not all moons are perfectly round,” Elly explained.

      “Can you get us a little closer?” Colonel Breaker asked a Draconian Frank had not met yet.

      “Yes, sir,” the Draconian female answered in a steady voice.

      Frank was still trying to wrap his mind around what his eyes told him he was seeing. The small moon was in fact shaped like an oval or an egg. The landscape of the moon was black with glowing red veins like one massive volcano had erupted and bathed the ground in a perpetually hot lava.

      “It looks like hell,” one of the Neeve said under his breath.

      “I have an incoming transmission from the Ryker,” Elly said.

      “Put it on the main screen,” Colonel Breaker answered.

      Sava’s familiar face appeared a moment later. Her one good eye was hard, her tone harder. “No enemy force waiting to meet us, not yet.”

      “I take your meaning,” Colonel Breaker said. “You think they’re waiting to draw us in closer? Maybe even waiting to ambush us once we land?”

      “I don’t know, but we can’t put anything past the Lord of Chaos,” Sava turned and said something to someone off screen. “I’m scanning the moon now to see if there are any life signs and where they might be.”

      “Understood,” Colonel Breaker said, deep in thought. “If and when we find these life signs, we should have a serious conversation about bombing them from space before we put boots on the ground.”

      “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Sava said, once again turning to talk to someone off screen. “We have affirmative on life scans on the other side of the moon. I’ll send you the course now.”

      “Understood.” Colonel Breaker looked up to Frank. “Something doesn’t feel right. He has to know we’re on our way. I’m sure Commander Trask sent back a warning message before he engaged with us. Even if he didn’t, if the Chaos Lord is half as strategic as everyone makes him out to be, he has to be patrolling his own airspace.”

      “No argument with you there.” Frank crossed his arms over his chest, racking his mind for answers. “Ambush, or is he that cocky he doesn’t care how close we get?”

      Colonel Breaker was silent. He tapped his metallic fingers on the armrest of his chair. The sound reminded Frank of a horse galloping.

      “I’ve received the plotted course from the Ryker,” Elly said.

      “Let’s go,” Colonel Breaker said.

      As one, the two giant warships maneuvered around the egg-shaped moon. The moon itself was in orbit around a much larger planet that looked blue and white from their vantage point in space.

      What is he planning? Frank asked himself. There’s no point wondering. You’re trying to get into the head of an ancient being hell bent on dominating the universe. Why even try?

      “I’m picking up life scans now as well,” Elly reported from her monitor. “Hundreds, no thousands of them.”

      Frank had to keep himself under control as the ships rounded the small moon. The landscape of the moon didn’t change, it remained black and red as if it were angry. The fractured ground looked like molten rock and lava. From various points, the lava gave off the appearance of a spider web as it reached out with hundreds of tiny fissures.

      “There; I see something,” Raj piped up from his spot, standing beside Elly. “Do you see it? It’s black right where the red lava stuff stops.”

      Frank saw it too. As they got closer and closer to the moon, the angry red lava section ended, and in its place, a giant black pyramid rose to the sky. To be this large from space, the pyramid had to be massive up close.

      “Can you zoom in on the pyramid?” Colonel Breaker asked.

      “On it,” Elly said in awe as she tapped on her monitor.

      A moment later, a larger view of the structure filled the main screen.

      Frank craned his neck, trying to figure out what exactly he was seeing. The giant black structure shone as if it were made of some kind of smooth, polished alloy. Crimson carvings ran outside of the building with ancient runes etched into the sides.
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      “He’s in there waiting for us,” Sava growled at the meeting. “I can feel it.”

      Frank sat with Sava, Colonel Breaker, and Vega in a meeting room aboard the Ryker. The two ships remained in orbit a safe distance from the strange onyx pyramid while they planned their attack.

      “It is strange that there are no enemy warships or fighters in the area,” Vega said, pursing her lips in thought. “We know he has them. He has to be waiting for us to descend. I can’t think of any other reason.”

      “So now that we know what he wants us to do,” Frank said, looking around the room for an answer, “what do we do?”

      “I say we pound the hell out of that pyramid.” Colonel Breaker brought his metal arm down on the table. A loud crash told the room he had struck the table a little too hard. “We hammer it day and night until there’s nothing left and then we go in. We’ve lost too many lives already.”

      “An attempt to make contact with the pyramid and engage in a conversation of surrender should proceed such an act, but other than that, I agree with the colonel,” Vega said from her seat. “I want to go in once we form a strike team.”

      “A scout team first,” Frank added. “I agree with everything being said here, but after we try to FaceTime the Lord of Chaos and after he ignores us or refuses to answer and after we bomb the living crap out of him, then we should go in with a small scouting team. To Colonel Breaker’s point, we don’t know what may be waiting for us. Better to risk a few than our entire army.”

      “Then we are in agreement,” Sava said, rising from her seat. “I would rather be done with this sooner than later. If it is agreeable to all of you, I want to attempt our transmission now.”

      “Let’s do it,” Colonel Breaker said, standing from his seat.

      “Laloid, can you teleport the colonel and Frank back to the bridge on the Lucy?” Sava asked through her comms unit.

      “Roger that,” Laloid answered back.

      Frank caught Sava’s eye and gave her a wink.

      She grinned and winked back.

      A moment later, Frank felt warm and tingly as pin prickles crossed his skin from head to toe. In the space of a heartbeat, he was back on the Lucy’s bridge. Colonel Breaker assumed his seat in the captain’s chair.

      “We are going to attempt a transmission in conjunction with the Ryker,” Colonel Breaker informed the bridge. “Bring it up on the main screen.”

      “Roger, that,” Elly said as the front display screen separated into three parts, the largest side on the left black with two boxes on the right. The top was Sava and the bottom an image of Colonel Breaker.

      “Here we go,” Sava said, waiting.

      Frank felt the pit of his stomach drop in on itself. Who was going to pick up the call on the other line? Did the Chaos Lord really communicate like this?

      Nothing.

      They waited for what seemed a full minute with no response.

      “I have movement from the pyramid below!” Elly said frantically. “Ships, lots of them coming out.”

      “Show me on the screen,” Colonel Breaker ordered.

      A moment later, the screen went from Sava and Colonel Breaker shouting orders to a view of the pitch pyramid. The structure had opened from its pointed top in four equal parts that slid back.

      From the darkness within the pyramid swarmed hundreds of Dart-style fighters. Approaching along with the smaller crafts were three massive warships.

      “Battle stations!” Colonel Breaker roared.
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        Jonathan Yanez Author Note

      

      

      So, someone decided that it would be a good idea to install his own sprinkler system in the backyard while he finished writing the second book in the “Gateway to the Galaxy” series and help potty train his little girl. Yes, I’m talking about yours truly.

      The only way I’m managing to juggle all these things is with the help of my awesome wife. She’s taking the lead on the potty training and I help when I’m not outside during the day working on the yard or writing at night.

      If any of you have ever installed your own sprinkler system, I salute you. It was a steep learning curve for me. Four full days of trench digging, pipe laying, wire-connected chaos. I had no idea what I was getting myself into. Ask me to write a book in two weeks and I’m your man. Ask me where to connect into the water line or how to set four different valves and I’m scratching my head, wondering what I got myself into.

      Well, today was the last day, all the pieces are glued, all the sprinklers are working, and I’m dead tired. It was fun listening to audiobooks while I was working, though. I got a few really cool reads in and learned a lot from fellow space Marine authors.

      Potty training is going great with only one accident, for those who are keeping score. It’s crazy to think she’s almost two. I remember when this kid was crawling and now she’s running.

      Anyway, I’m too tired to get all sentimental, but there’s some really cool news. My wife redid the newsletter template that goes out to all new Pack members and she’s in the process of redoing the website as well. By the time you read this, the new design will be up. You have to go check it out and tell me what you think. www.jonathan-yanez.com. Here you can join the Pack and see the new newsletters too.

      Let’s see, as far as where our story is headed, we have three books planned for sure. As long as you’re enjoying the story, I’m ready to continue Frank and company’s journey for another three books.

      What I really like about writing in this universe are the endless possibilities. Each new planet is like a new book where the sky is the limit. I have ideas for—well, I won’t give anything away, so let’s just say I have a lot of ideas to explore.

      All right, friends, I need to go put a little space Marine to bed and read her a non-violent story. She’s too young for that sort of nonsense.

      I plan on beginning book three in two days and having it done in a few weeks. By the time book one launches, the idea is to have all three finished. For fans of “The Archangel Wars,” I also plan on writing a fifth book in that series. Right behind “War Wolves,” it’s my most requested series for a follow-up. In the meantime, I have two options for you to stay in the loop.

      1) I have a private group on Facebook I created for all of us to hang out. There are over a hundred like-minded readers who enjoy everything you do. We’re there just sharing cool new books, movies, and the occasional meme. Join The Pack here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/1944447962437071/

      2) I know some readers don’t like using Facebook and/or would rather just receive an email with info when new books are out. I totally get that. If you’d like to be part of The Pack via our newsletter, you can go to www.jonathan-yanez.com and join the ranks.

      Well, I’m off to tuck Jo in and pass out as soon as my head hits the pillow. I’m grateful for you wolves out there. It’s because of you supporting my writing that I can do what I love for a living.

      

      See you on the other side,

      Jonathan
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        JR Castle Author Note

      

      

      My cup is overflowing with gratitude and fervor.

      Book 1 wasn’t just a fluke. We’ve made it through two books together. Thank you for your time. I hope it was rewarded with some laughs, a little exhilaration, and maybe a bit of heartache with our cast of characters; Frank, Sava, Solomon, Lucy, Raj, and Elly.

      I’ve grown to really love these characters. We didn’t just come up with the demographics and a top-level backstory for them matched with an internet photo. We really dug deep to psychoanalyze each person to find out what caused their brokenness, what moves them, and how do these parts of their origin story play out when they’re together, when they’re under fire, and so on.

      Origin stories are my favorite.

      James Bond (Casino Royale), Harry Potter (The Sorcerer's Stone), Dominic Santiago (Gears of War 2), Dread Pirate Roberts/Wesley (Princess Bride), Bilbo Baggins (The Hobbit), Athena (The Witch of Portobello), Edward Kenway (Assassin's Creed IV: Black Flag), and Dagny Taggart (Atlas Shrugged) are some of my favorites.

      This stems from my desire to know people’s MO as part of understanding why they do what they do. Maybe people aren’t bad, just misunderstood. So, I give everyone the benefit of the doubt. In general, people don’t want to hurt each other. Hurt people hurt people. And loved people can love people.

      Except for maybe this Chaos Lord. We’ll see just how bad he is soon enough. Or maybe he just wants to watch the world burn–like my cat, Helen.

      While writing this book I’ve learned that I can do more in one day than I would have ever pushed myself. Each day I’m up early to check email, get ready for my full-time job at an advertising company, write on my lunch breaks which I force myself to take whenever possible, get home to prepare dinner and spend time with my family, let them head to bed to spend a few hours at the computer again to immerse myself in the throws with the MSC1 team. Sheer will and a bit of nitro cold brew (and my Gold membership at Starbucks) are what get me through some of the days. In a way, this could be the beginnings of my own origin story.

      This series is nearly at an end but our time together may be just starting. If you’d like to stay connected, find us on Facebook facebook.com/authorjrcastle or say, “Hi” via email

      

      Stay classy,

      jr
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      Chapter 1

      The three Chaos warships advancing on them would have been enough to instill fear in their own right. The hundreds of Chaos Dart fighters were enough for anyone to abandon hope and give in to the whispers of fear and defeat. They had come into the enemy’s zone and the Chaos Army couldn’t be more prepared.

      Even Frank heard a voice in his head that spoke of doubt and hopelessness.

      How are you going to stand against these odds? How could anyone? You’re one Marine not a miracle, Frank raged against the thoughts as soon they entered his mind. No, you’ll find a way. You’re an Arilion Marine. If anyone can find a way, it’s you.

      “Evasive maneuvers,” Colonel Breaker shouted. “I want everything we can put into the shields done now. Open fire as soon as they’re in range.”

      “Understood,” Elly said from her seat behind the colonel. Her speedy fingers ready at her command board. “Incoming transmission, it’s Sava.”

      “Put her on the small screen,” Colonel Breaker answered.

      A moment later Sava’s familiar reptilian face from her station on the Ryker which was on its inaugural run showed on a small square on the lower right of the main view screen. Her one good eye not covered by her patch was hard as stone. Frank had wondered about her eye but now didn’t seem like the time to ask.

      “We have seconds before they’re on us,” Sava said as calm as if she were talking about the designated time anticipated dinner guests would arrive. “I’m going to try something. Empress Vega will have command of the Ryker. Frank, I know you can’t fly yet but do what you can.”

      “Roger that,” Frank said. He wanted to thank her for reminding him of his shortcoming and maybe to get more details on the plan but the transmission ended.

      “Here we go,” Elly said from her seat at the control panel. “Hold on to your butts.”

      The Chaos Darts arrived first. The smaller, single-seat fighter jets had long bodies with small extensions near the rear of the ship that looked liked like triangles more than wings. They were infinitely faster and more maneuverable than the three enemy warships also approaching.

      The ebony pyramid on the moon’s surface slid closed after releasing the warships into the sky above. The four equal parts that had opened at the utmost top of the pyramid and slid down along the sides now moved closed again.

      The Chaos Darts arrived with a pepper of bright yellow laser fire. The Lucy’s defensive turrets fired back in return. Since the commodeered Chaos vessel utilized the same firepower technology, their laser fire seeking out the incoming ships matched, causing some confusion. The Chaos Darts swarmed the much larger warship like a cloud of wasps on massive brute that had disturbed their hive.

      “Keep those turrets firing. I want those ships floating in pieces,” Colonel Breaker said. “Open a line to the Ryker.”

      “Line opened, sir,” Elly reported.

      Vega’s lavender face appeared on the lower right square monitor. She wore her white hair back, her gold and white Neeve uniform jacket hugged her torso.

      “I’m not too worried about the smaller fighters,” Colonel Breaker said to the empress. “They’ll be able to beat through our shields eventually but it’ll take more time than they have alone, however I’m more concerned about the three Chaos warships bearing down on us. Once they get into firing range, we’ll be in trouble.”

      “Agreed,” Vega answered. “The two squadrons of Draconian Dragoons the Ryker carries suffered heavy losses in our last engagement. I have maybe, maybe, one full squadron I can launch between Viper and Hammer squadron survivors. I don’t think it’s prudent to send them out yet, not like this.”

      Frank understood the hesitation in her voice even through Elly’s translation chips. Sending out a single squadron of fighters, no matter how good they were, against these odds was a sure death sentence.

      “What if they weren’t alone?” Frank asked as a crazed idea came to mind. “What if I went with them?”

      “You’re a lot of things but you’re not a pilot.” Colonel Breaker looked up at Frank from his captain’s chair.

      “I’m not talking about flying a ship,” Frank said with a crazy glean in his eye.

      “Son of a sloth, Frank,” Lt. Corpsman Raj Agarwal said from his spot on the bridge where he observed and waited for his aerospace medicine skillset to be needed, hoping it wouldn’t. “You heard Sava, you can’t fly. Who knows if she can even fly in space. Wait, can she fly in space? Is that something we even know?”

      “I have to try something, sir,” Frank said, looking over to the colonel for permission. “We can’t win in a head-to-head fight; not against three Chaos warships and their Darts. You know the odds. Let me try. Please, let me do what I was chosen to do.”

      “Go.” Colonel Breaker clenched his robotic right hand into a tight fist. “Don’t get yourself killed either.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it and thank you,” Frank, said running from the bridge. He winked at Elly and Raj as he made his way to one of the ship’s exit points. “Can you clear the hangar bay for me, Lieutenant Wong?”

      “Roger that,” Elly said. She spoke to him now via the comms they shared as he traveled to his exit point. “I don’t know how long your armor will last out there.”

      “I’ll make a construct covering it,” Frank said with more faith than he had at the moment. “I’ve got this, this is why I’m here. This is what I was born to do.”

      He said the last part so quickly he was surprised he had even said it himself. Is that how he really felt?

      While Frank made his way down to the hangar bay, he checked his armor suit. Manufactured by Ballistic United Tactical and Tech Systems, or B.U.T.T.S., his current employer, the armor was state of the art. The dark steel plating was equipped with liquid technology underneath allowing impacts to be less effective by spreading it over a greater distance.

      He snapped his helmet that hung by the side of his belt by a magnetic brace on his head. Once on, the suit was airtight. The familiar heads-up display danced in front of his eyes. The lack of oxygen in space was going to be a huge problem. His suit recycled air to a point. If there was no air around him to be filtered, he was going to have to come up with something on the spot. They were out of time.

      “I heard you were about to do something crazy,” Sava’s hard voice came through Frank’s comm. “I would advise against it.”

      “Like you’re not going to try your hand at flying in space right now?” Frank said, running down a flight of stairs that would lead him to the hangar bay on the massive ship. “I saw that look in your eyes—eye—over the monitor. You’re going out with the Dragoons. Well, so am I.”

      “And what do you think you’re going to do?”

      “Help.”

      “You can’t fly,” Sava reminded him again. “You’re going to get yourself killed out there.”

      “Yeah, I know but I can float,” Frank said. Finally reaching the launch bay. He grown short of breath from running while talking. “Have you ever played a game called ‘Asteroids’?”

      “Yes,” Sava said to Frank’s surprise. “The game where you take turns striking one another in the face until someone becomes concussed? I am very familiar with that game but what does that have to do with our current situation?”

      “What? No, that sounds like a horrible game. Why is it that even called asteroids?” Frank stopped by the controls to the deployment bay doors and force shield. A tinge ran up his spine as he recalled the last time he was in the hangar. The last time he saw Major Lopez. He looked around to make sure Elly had in fact cleared the deck. He was alone.

      “Each player forms his fist into the shape of an asteroid,” Sava explained. “Listen, there’s no time for this now, we can play later if you’d like. Stay on your ship, you’ll be no good to us out there. That’s an order, Frank.”

      “What’s that?” Frank asked, doing his best confused impression into his comms. “Sava you’re—you’re breaking—up. What was the last part? You want me to go and help? Well, okay, if you say so. I’ll be right out.”

      “Frank! Don—”

      Frank terminated the link.

      Well, here we go, Frank thought to himself as his finger hovered over the button to open the hangar bay doors. How hard can it be, right?
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