
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Face Toward Enemy

      Gateway to the Galaxy 4

    

    




      
        Jonathan Yanez

        JR Castle

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Archimedes Books. All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual persons— living or dead—is entirely coincidental.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you think this book is awesome at all it’s only because I have a pack of rabid ARC Wolves, a wonderful editor and a talented cover artist. Thank you for your help.

      

        

      
        ARC WOLVES

      

        

      
        Kelly

        Athena

        Eagle Eyes

        Lois

      

        

      
        Editor - Beth

        Cover Illustrator - Rob

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This one is for my family. The crazy, wonderful people who loved me first, who have encouraged me in so many ways, who have shown me various aspects of life, and who understand me in ways it seems no other could fully comprehend. Castles and Flamingos forever.

        - JR Castle

      

        

      
        To all my author friends who have supported my work, shared information and been my brothers and sisters in arms. I love you animals.

        - Jonathan Yanez

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

      
        
          Rise Up (Gateway to the Galaxy Book 5)

        

        
          Jonathan’s Note

        

        
          JR’s Note

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “She seems nice. I mean, stern but nice.”

      “Yeah, she’s nice. I’ve seen her take on an entire Chaos warship by herself and she’s a trained killer,” Frank said, turning to Yur’l. “But she’s nice.”

      Yur’l’s beak dropped open. He stared at Sava as she demonstrated constructing and reconstructing different weapons with her vambraces.

      Frank stood beside the newest Arilion Knight. He offered advice on best practices for channeling one’s will to form a physical construct.

      “See it in your mind first. Choose something easy that you’re familiar with already. Don’t come out of the gate trying to create something extravagant.” Frank looked the bird-like Gleason up and down. Yur’l was clenching his feathered hands so hard, they practically shook. “You’ll get it. Don’t worry.”

      “What if—what if this was a mistake?” Yur’l looked over at Frank, shaking his white and grey head, a few flimsy feathers falling loose. “I mean, I’m not a warrior like you or Sava. The only thing I’ve ever crunched was some numbers. I was retired when the vambraces found me. To be honest, I was sitting in my recliner watching my favorite game show. I have to be twice your age; well, I don’t know how you humans age. But let’s just say I’ve had more life in these tired feathers than you’ve had in the lot of you.”

      “The vambraces don’t make mistakes,” Frank said, thinking back on his own journey of becoming an Arilion Knight. He tapped Yur’l on the chest with a covered finger. “You got plenty left to give. I saw that first-hand in the alley on your home planet when you were taking on those thugs by yourself. And for what?”

      “For that girl, all alone. I’d like to believe she’s safe now. And they almost killed me,” Yur’l reminded him.

      “Almost only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.” Frank repeated an old mantra he had heard. He wasn’t sure where he had gotten it from in the first place, probably his father.

      “I don’t comprehend that terminology.” Yur’l cocked his head to the side. “Is it like a rubycocks?”

      “What?” Frank shook his head. “No, I mean, I don’t really know how to answer that, since I don’t know what rubycocks is, but it’s an old saying that means ‘almost’ doesn’t mean anything. You didn’t die, you’re here now, no sense on focusing on the what-if’s in the universe. What’s rubycocks anyway?”

      “Oh, it’s a game the youth play on my planet where they steal a friend’s transport and park it somewhere else so that person has to go out and find it,” Yur’l explained, his eyes traveling from Frank to Sava and back again. “It’s kind of like a practical joke.”

      “Oh, we have a name for that here on Earth too; it’s called grand theft auto and comes with two to three years in prison,” Frank said, shaking his head. “I know that’s probably confusing for you too, but what that means is—”

      “If I’m not interrupting your social hour, I’d like to see what you can do, Yur’l.” Sava stalked up to the two Knights. Her one good eye gave Frank a disapproving glare before moving to Yur’l. “I hope you were paying attention.”

      Yur’l looked over to Frank for help, the whites of his eyes visible in his wide stare.

      “Good luck.” Frank gave Yur’l a thumbs-up and a hopeful smile. “Go get ‘em, bird man.”

      Yur’l followed Sava to the middle of the training area. A section of the secret dank  military base – code-named The Den and located under the Hoover Dam in Nevada – had been repurposed for the training of the Arilion Knights. For now, it started with Yur’l from Traypock Galaxy, Planet Nova Prime, District Six.

      Already under construction was a holographic training chamber much like the one on Sava’s home planet of Britanya. Until that area was complete, they had been provided with a large room and a black sparring mat set in the middle for martial arts training. Along one wall, a plethora of hexagonal free weights filled a rack; along another, a line of cable machines stood like centurions made of weights and pulleys .

      Frank watched as the Gleason followed the Draconian to the middle of the mat and faced her. The avian and reptilian intelligent beings before Frank in an underground secret bunker would have seemed impossible just months ago. Yet now, Sava began coaching Yur’l when her words were lost on Frank as the circular comm unit built into the back of his ear went off.

      “Frank, come in.” Colonel Breaker’s familiar voice filled his head.

      “Yes, sir,” Frank said in a low voice. He didn’t want to break Yur’l’s concentration as he tried to manifest his own construct.

      “I need you to report to the War Room. There’s been a… development,” Colonel Breaker said in a tone Frank understood. It was everything the man wasn’t saying that was sending warning flags in his head.

      “I’m on my way.” Frank started to walk out the door, then stopped abruptly.

      Are you supposed to tell Sava you’re leaving or just go? Frank asked himself as he witnessed Yur’l construct some kind of butter knife in his right hand. Maybe it’s better just to not interrupt her, but she’ll be pissed if you just take off.

      “Uh, excuse me, Sava?” Frank said, raising his voice so she could hear him, though trying not to shout. “Colonel Breaker asked to speak with me, so I’m going to head out if that’s cool with you.”

      Sava waved a dismissive green-scaled hand behind her back as if she were warding off a fly.

      Frank shrugged and made his way for the doors. He journeyed down the hall of the massive underground base. Grey cement and steel met his eyes wherever he looked. The Marines weren’t exactly known for their decoration skills, but the spartan halls with fluorescent lights built in overhead and steel grey doors that opened up at sporadic intervals could really use some flair, in Frank’s opinion.

      “Would it kill them to get a few flags up on the walls or some music playing on speakers?” Frank asked himself out loud. An elevator ditty about a girl from a beach in Brazil echoed in his mind.

      “It might.”

      A door slid open to Frank’s right and Elly Wong, the team’s science and technology specialist, poked her head out. Technically, she was a Cyber Security Technician & Astrophysicist who had spent some time with the Chinese Space Program, but Frank didn’t like getting too formal. To him, she was Elly.

      She pushed her glasses up her nose with the pointer finger of her right hand. Unlike Frank, who was dressed in plain black PT clothes, she wore her dark grey Marine Space Corps One fatigues and boots. She had created the emblem of their unit, an ancient helmet with wings to either side, across the right side of her chest, when they first crossed through the Gateway portal.

      “I’ve been requesting we get plants or art or something to spruce up the place, but you know how it is in the Corps,” Elly said, falling in line with Frank. “So how’s training the new guy going? Can we call him a ‘guy’? Is that disrespectful? I mean, he’s a grandpa and all that. My mom would kill me if she heard me being disrespectful to elders. But I’m not trying to be ageist or anything–”

      “As best as can be expected.” Frank shrugged, thinking back to Yur’l constructing a purple butter knife as a weapon. “He needs some work, but we all do. How’s Magnus?”

      “Magnus is an animal,” Elly said with a heavy breath. “He wants – no, he needs –  to spread his little Momo wings and go and run around outside. Of course, I can’t get that clearance from Colonel Breaker. I understand that. We can’t have winged wolves from Brytanna flying around the deserts of Nevada; still, I wish there was some way to get him out.”

      “So you’re still able to communicate with him, back here on Earth? That whole hearing devices-comm units-translation audio stuff still working?” Frank asked.

      “Oh yeah. I mean, that’s how we’ve been able to have this conversation so many times. I keep trying to reason with him, but you know kids… or puppies… or whatever.”

      The heaviness in her voice told Frank the subject was one Elly had been struggling with for some time. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Really?” Elly looked at Frank sideways. “I’m not trying to get kicked out of the Corps. I don’t want to do anything illegal here.”

      “I didn’t say anything about doing something illegal.” Frank frowned at her. “Why does everybody think I’m up to no good?”

      “You just have one of those faces.” The voice came from Lieutenant Raj Anguwar, the squad’s doctor. “And most of the time, you are up to something.”

      “Fair enough,” Frank answered his squad mate, who had become like family to him more than a friend. They all had. That was something Frank hadn’t anticipated when he had agreed to reenlist in the Marines. “I see the whole gang has been summoned. Anyone know why the colonel is calling us in?”

      “No idea.” Raj shook his head. “I’m guessing another mission through the Gateway. We haven’t been since we returned from our date with the Chaos Lord.”

      “Ugh, if I never hear another Chaosism again, it will be too soon.” Elly groaned as the group passed a pair of xenoarchaeologists in knee-length white lab coats. “It was always Chaos soldiers, or Chaos ships or Chaos Lord. Super random: the Chaos Lord’s real name was Kramer, right?”

      “It was Kraymar, but yeah, I get your point,” Frank said as the group turned a corner and stopped in front of the large steel doors that would lead them into the viewing room. A pair of Marines stood sentry on either side. “Well, here we go. Into the breach?”

      “Naw, we did that already,” Raj said with a smile. “Let’s just go in and hope for the best.”

      Frank jutted out his lower lip and nodded.

      The trio that made up Marine Space Corps One was allowed entry into the viewing room. The room overlooked the alien sphere and gateway that stood two stories below. The golden sphere that opened an Einstein–Rosen bridge via gateways to other worlds across the universe hovered in its usual place monitored by a team of Marines and astrophysicists.

      A new addition to the room had been implemented upon their return from battling the Lord of Chaos. Steel railings had been erected along the outline of where the sphere would project the archway. The physical metal archway would extend steel sheets that met in the middle of the opening to inhibit any unwanted force from traveling through the gateway. It wouldn’t do to just allow anyone who felt like it access to the Den, such as their first encounter with Sava. This was one of two improvements General Fox had ordered built.

      Along with this was a light blue force field that now hummed quietly over the steel closed doors. On top of all the added protection, a squad of heavily armed Marines stood ready to defend the base at a moment’s notice.

      The viewing room overlooking the sphere below had been converted into a meeting area with a long oval table in the center, replacing the monitors, trackers, and computers that were once part of the system that tried to activate the ringed orb. Six chairs placed around the table offered its occupants a place to sit. Just as their knowledge of the orb and universe had grown, the Den evolved from discovery to home base.

      Colonel Breaker stood at the head of the table where General Fox would usually be found. He wore crisp fatigues with, to Frank’s surprise, the four stars of a general shown on his uniform. His uniform covered the right arm that had been lost in combat and replaced with organic steel. Only his hand remained visible, its dark metal color reminding Frank of the sacrifice Colonel Breaker had made to save Frank’s life.

      It wasn’t only the sacrifice that struck Frank. It was the fact that Colonel Breaker had sacrificed his own body and never brought up the act again. More so it was like he didn’t even want to talk about it.

      “General?” Raj asked with a questioning salute.

      Frank and Elly followed, each with a salute of their own. It seemed strange yet appropriate to salute the newly promoted General Breaker.

      “I’m as surprised as you are,” General Breaker said, returning the salute and motioning for them to take a seat. “General Fox has been called away for the time being and the powers that be have seen fit to put me in charge of Project Nebula and what we’re doing here at the Den. It seems our universe is getting larger by the minute. Reports of an alien encounter on the California coast and a young girl fighting with purple weapons have reached our ears.”

      Frank had just taken a seat and perked up at the mention of the news.

      An Arilion Knight, here? On Earth? Have the vambraces chosen Earth’s Arilion Knight already? How did Sava not sense this? Frank’s mind went wild with this and a hundred other questions. Who were the aliens that attacked?

      “Colon—I mean, General Breaker.” Elly was on the edge of her seat. “Do you want us to go and find out what’s going on?”

      “For the time being, no,” General Breaker said with a slight shake of his head. “Eventually, we’ll bring in this new Arilion Knight, but the initial meeting is being handled by General Fox. We have orders to solidify our alliance with both the Neeve on Atmos and the Draconians on Brytanna. There are an unthinkable amount of threats in an infinite universe. We are stronger together. Marine Space Corps One will travel first to Atmos and then to Brytanna. We have teams stationed on both planets now, but it’ll do our relationships good for them to see not only Earth emissaries but the Arilion Knights ready, willing, and able.”

      “Sava and Yur’l will be coming with us?” As much as Frank wanted to meet this new Arilion Knight that had been chosen by Earth, he understood the importance of concrete bonds between themselves and their allies. If he was being honest with himself, he was also eager to see Vega again on Atmos.

      “No, Sava has requested time to train Yur’l.” General Breaker skipped a beat. He looked directly into Frank’s dark eyes. “I won’t be coming either. Frank, you’ll be leading Marine Space Corps One.”
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      Frank blinked dumbly a few times. He had heard exactly what the general had said, but he was still having a hard time understanding.

      “Uh—” Frank cleared his throat, even though nothing was in it. “Sorry, did you just say I would be leading the team? Like me? Recently reenlisted, former weapons salesman Frank Wolffe?”

      “That’s right.” General Breaker refused to say more, studying Frank and allowing him to stew in the news.

      “Sir, I understand there are a lot of moving parts here, but are you sure— I mean, I’m more of a lone wolf than a leader-type.”

      “Frank’s right,” Elly said, shaking her head. “I think what he’s trying to say is that he’s still a mess. He has some deep issues he needs to have resolved. I mean, the guy’s a ticking time bomb.”

      “Hey.” Frank looked over at Elly with a frown. “Easy.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Raj said from his seat across the table. “You have a lot on your plate right now. I mean, back in the Corps and an Arilion Knight. I don’t know if you’re up to it.”

      “What’s going on here?” Frank raised a brow at his friends. “Are you guys trying to use reverse psychology on me right now?”

      “The Corps has made its decision, Frank, and placed the rank of major on your shoulders. I read your file. I know what you did. I know what you turned down. Though out of the ordinary, it’s not outside the realm of possibilities. We’re dealing with flying dragon women from alien planets now.” General Breaker paused again as though he were trying to decide whether he should say more or not.

      “You read my file?” Frank bit back the accusatory tone the best he could.

      “Wait, what’s in the file?” Raj asked.

      “That’s above your classification level, Lieutenant.” The general cut him short.

      Frank noticed Elly mouth “I’ll tell you later” to Raj from behind her hand. He could only roll his eyes and shake his head. He looked back to General Breaker, whose deep pools of brown eyes met Frank’s, revealing there was more.

      “Being so new, with enemies potentially lurking around any galaxy, we think it would be prudent to give the Order a strong foundation of structure. We can’t think of a better model than the same ethics and same fighting spirit of the Marine Corps. We think as both a Marine and an Arilion, you can bridge that gap, Frank.”

      “Oh, that makes me feel so much better.” Frank reined in his shock. He tried to remain as respectful as possible. “I’ll just rebuild a corps of alien knights while battling threats across the universe, then.”

      “Glad to see we’re all on the same page.” General Breaker rose from his seat. “Marine Space Corps One will be leaving for Atmos within the hour. Empress Vega has already been notified and will be expecting you. You’ll find everything you need at the staging ground below. Gear up.”

      Elly and Raj took their cue to stand from their seats and head for the side door that would lead them down below via two flights of metal stairs. Frank remained in his seat, still soaking in the news.

      “Oh my gosh, he’s in shock,” Elly said, moving to Frank’s side. “Frank, Frank, are you all right?”

      “I’m good, I’m good,” Frank said, also standing from his seat and waving away Elly. A rogue thought entered his mind. “General, may we have permission to take the Momo with us? Elly’s equipped him with surveillance equipment. He’ll be able to help us. Plus, cooping up a flying alien animal underground for too long probably won’t be good for anyone.”

      “Agreed,” General Breaker said, looking at Raj and Elly. “If you two would give Major Wolffe and me a few minutes?”

      “Major Wolffe?” Raj looked confused for a split second. “Ohhhh, riiiight. I mean, yes, sir.”

      Raj and Elly left the room, heading for the staging area of the gateway.

      Once they had left, General Breaker turned to Frank. As if it were a nervous tick, he flexed his metallic right hand open and closed. The two men sat in silence for a brief moment. Unlike most silences with a superior officer, this one was comfortable. Being in combat with someone created a bond in a way Frank couldn’t put into words.

      “I’ll be straight with you, Frank,” General Breaker said with an amused expression on his face. “I’m still wrapping my head around the idea of an interspecies universal corps of knights. We all are. Anyone who tells you different is lying. I don’t know Arilion Knights, but I do know soldiers. I know what makes a man tick, I know leaders when I see leaders. You’re the right man for the job, Frank Wolffe. If you can see that now or not doesn’t make it any less true.”

      Frank swallowed hard and slowly nodded.

      “Thank you, General.” Frank looked up from the spot where his gaze had landed on the boat-shaped walnut table in front of him. “The Arilion Knight that was chosen by Earth, do we know anything about—did you say it was a young girl?”

      “I did,” General Breaker said, nodding along with Frank’s words. “I’ll tell you all I know. Her name is Emma Jackson, she’s a teenager from California. She was involved in repelling an enemy alien attack from the California coast. That’s it. You know how these things work, Frank. Even at my new rank, I’m still on a need-to-know basis. We’ll have more information shortly, and if she is an Arilion Knight, I’m sure you’ll be meeting her soon.”

      Not just another knight, but another human knight, Frank thought to himself. How much are you going to have in common with a female teenager, though? Who knows, maybe more than you think. You do like reality TV and frappuccinos.

      Frank stood from his seat feeling determination wash over his body like a physical mist. The purple vambraces that shone ever so dully on his forearms increased with intensity, as did his resolve.

      “I won’t let you down, sir.” Frank saluted before heading to follow Elly and Raj below. “And congratulations on the promotion.”

      “Thank you and the same to you, Major,” Colonel Breaker said as Frank walked out the door.

      Frank took his time descending the two stories of steps leading down to the sphere and gateway area. To the left of where the gateway had been set up was the staging area; racks and tables full of open crates, grey heavy duty storage containers, and cubbies offering equipment, weapons and accessories, armor, tech gear, and supplies. Elly and Raj were already there, shrugging on their light diamond-plated armor. The team grabbed and packed what they needed like elves loading up Santa for his Christmas trip.

      Since they weren’t going on an expeditionary mission and instead to a planet inhabited by their allies, the squad was able to wear lighter armor compared to their full suit diamond-plated uniforms and helmets from Frank’s previous employer, B.U.T.T.S. (Ballistic United Technology and Tech Systems).

      Frank changed from his PT clothes into the dark black and grey uniforms Marine Space Corps One wore, right in front of a red-faced Elly.

      “Jeez, some warning would be nice,” Elly said, turning around with a blush.

      “What?” Frank asked, taking off his shorts and sliding one leg at a time into a pair of dark grey pants. “I’m wearing boxer briefs; it’s not like you’re going to see me in my tighty whities before I put my gear on.”

      “Son of a Momo, Frank, those are some white, hairy legs!” Raj remarked.

      “Well, Raj, not everyone could be born with the same beautiful, brown, smooth body you have,” Frank replied as he fastened his belt.

      “This is true. Speaking of gear,” Raj said, placing medical items in his backpack, “did you ever have the break-up talk with your former employer? What was it – B.O.O.T.S.?”

      “B.U.T.T.S.,” Frank corrected. “And no, not yet. I imagined they would try to get hold of me, then the government would make up some story to tell them, probably that I was dead or something.”

      “Hmmm,” Raj said.

      “Why are you putting on body armor anyway?” Elly asked, quickly glancing at Frank to see if he was decent before giving him her full attention. “You can create whatever you need from your vambraces.”

      “I know. Habit, I guess,” Frank said, lacing his boots. “I just feel naked going into the field without any kind of gear. It’s a mental thing. Or maybe it’s a ‘what-if-we-get-surprise-attacked thing. Like the Boy Scouts, always be prepared.”

      “Same thing with weapons?” Raj asked, choosing a Reckoner P7 that he holstered on his right hip. “I know we’re going to meet with allies, but I’m still going to take something just in case.”

      “Yeah, same thing with weapons. Always at a state of combat readiness,” Frank agreed as he also holstered a Reckoner P7 on the right side of his belt and took a larger Punisher GS2000 from the rack and checked the sights. “I mean, we’re Marines, the deadliest fighting force on this planet. Heck, I’ll take Marines over any other elite force on any planet, for that matter. We’re bad to the bo—”

      “Oh, there he is!” Elly squealed as Magnus came swooping down from the viewing room on outspread wings. “Who’s Momma’s good boy? Yes, you are, you’re such a good boy.”

      Frank and Raj looked at one another.

      “You were saying?” Raj grinned, shouldering his pack.

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Frank said with a grin of his own. “I’ve seen the Devil Dog come out in her when you grab the last slice of pizza.”

      Elly was too caught up in ruffling Magnus’s ears and equipping him with the head and chest harness she had built for him to pay attention. The harness allowed the flying wolf pup to carry a camera on his forehead and another on the underside of his stomach. A smart pad then let Elly see everything the Momo saw from his superior vantage point in the air.

      “Ready to rock and roll?” Frank asked his team.

      Your team, this is your team now, Frank told himself, looking at Elly, Raj and even Magnus. He knew he wouldn’t let anything happen to them, no matter the cost to himself. They were his team, his friends, his family.

      “Good to go,” Raj said. “And for the record, I was trying to use reverse psychology on you up there. I’d follow you into the DMV on a day you didn’t have an appointment.”

      “I would too, but I’m going to be honest with you, Frank,” Elly said, shouldering her own backpack and holstering her Reckoner P7. “I was being dead honest. You are kind of crazy or crazy just gets drawn to you like a magnet. Either way, I’m with you, but I just want the record to be clear: you a little cray cray.”

      Frank grinned, motioning them to follow with his head. “Thanks for being honest, Elly. Let’s go.”

      The three humans and one Momo that made up Marine Space Corps One headed to the floating sphere that would project a gateway for them to enter the cloudy bridge across infinite galaxies and take them to Atmos.

      “Gateway ready to initiate,” an astrophysicist reported from behind a computer screen.

      “Lowering force field and barrier,” another voice answered.

      In front of Frank, the metal sheets receded into the steel archway outlining the gateway entrance. Next, the light blue force field and its hum faded.

      The golden basketball-sized sphere that floated in front of them was approached by a white-coated lab technician. He pressed the corresponding symbols on the sphere that correlated to the sphere in the Oberon Galaxy on the planet Atmos.

      A golden light projected from the sphere, creating a golden archway gleaming with alien runes. Inside the two-story high archway, a thick mist ebbed and flowed. The complete spectrum of colors dimmed and brightened in the clouds as Frank ascended the ramp and led his team through the gateway.

      The feeling of entering the cold mist and another planet would never become normal for Frank. His vision adjusted and re-adjusted to the lights and coloring; it was a kaleidoscope of space all around them. The fog moved without sound or wind and seemed to touch and roll around them, but they could feel nothing. One second he was in the Den, the next he was surrounded by swirling fog and multicolored mist.

      A few seconds later, he was through. A completely new scene met his eyes as the mist faded from his vision. He was on Atmos, inside the palace of House Thunder. A large room opened up in front of him decorated in white marble. Thick pillars held up a vaulted ceiling and banners with House Thunder’s sigil on them, a golden thunderbird with two crossed lightning bolts behind it, were mounted along the walls.

      To Frank’s left, a long line of tall windows let in the day’s bright sun. Despite all of this splendor, he had eyes for only one vision in the room. In front of him, approaching quickly, was Vega. The empress and the woman who had taught Frank more than he understood he didn’t know held a playful smile, revealing her pearly white teeth as they locked eyes across the room. She wore a robe of white and gold that moved with her slender, strong form, the fine material glimmering in the sunlight.

      On Vega’s right was her own general, Tamar, adorned in his golden armor, which covered him from his shins to the winged helmet on his head. On her left was Heron, an old historian and friend who couldn’t contain himself at Frank’s arrival. The old man speed-walked from Vega’s side, his feet swish-swashing in his long robe,  with a massive smile practically splitting his face in two.

      Frank caught movement out of the corner of his left eye. There was no time to shout a warning or to act as the missile impacted the side of the palace.

      BOOM!
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      Frank was blown off his feet before he could even attempt to think to make a construct to protect those in the room. One moment he was exiting the gateway with his team, the next his ears were ringing as he picked himself up from the far right side of the palace interior.

      He didn’t remember being flung into the air, but his body reminded him of the landing. Screaming and shouts sounded so faint past the buzzing in his head. He understood how loud they must be for him to be able to make them out.

      The left side of the palace where the windows had once lined the wall was now a massive blown-out circle. Rubble and debris had been tossed into the room, a section of the floor above them even caved in right where Heron had been running toward him. There was no sign of the old historian.

      Frank’s heart sank and his leg went cold as he searched the clouds of smoke and dust for his team and for Vega. Raj and Elly were picking themselves up from the right side of the palace where they had been thrown just a few meters from Frank. Elly quickly turned to Magnus, who seemed unhurt. Vega, Tamar, and the rest of the approaching Neeve contingent had fared the best out of the group. Vega was still on her feet, smoke smudged across her face and dress, pointing and shouting something to Frank.

      He couldn’t hear her, of course, but he followed her finger toward the newly agape palace wall. The cloud of marble dust settled, revealing what looked like a flying motorcycle hovering in midair. An alien Frank had never seen before, with two thick antlers or antennas stemming from its head, stood up and pointed at Frank.

      What caught Frank’s eye past the explosion, past the flying vehicle, and past even the alien himself was what the alien wore on his forearms. Dark orange vambraces glowed just like the purple ones the Arilion wore on his own arms.

      Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat

      Twin cannons folded out on either side of the floating motorcycle. They opened up, firing black laser beams on those still making their way to their feet.

      No time for answers, Frank told himself, pushing everything out of his mind but one thought. Get up!

      Frank bounced to his feet, ignoring the pain that lanced across his bruised body. Both his Punisher GS2000 and Reckoner P7 had been lost in the blast. He channeled his strength of Will into physical form. A dark purple glowing barrier formed around him. The next instant he was racing toward the newly made exit in the side of the palace.

      The alien on the motorcycle wore black armor of his own that reminded Frank of something a S.W.A.T. team would be decked out in before a raid. The assailant also wore a black mask that covered his face but allowed his antlers to poke through.

      The enemy fire focused on Frank, striking him a dozen times. The laser blasts were nothing Frank couldn’t handle; they felt like someone pegging him with ping pong balls. His fighting spirit channeling into the vambraces and creating the shield around his body was more than enough to hold off the dark beams of energy.

      Frank sprinted across the hall and launched himself into the air, choosing an arc that would send him slamming into the motorcycle. As he sailed through the space between himself and the terrorist, he formed a Ka-Bar in his right hand. The purple blade took shape and streaked down on the enemy alien.

      To Frank’s surprise, a hooked orange blade resembling a creature’s talon more than a knife sprang to life in his opponent’s right hand.

      Frank landed on top of the motorcycle on unsteady feet, bringing his blade down on his enemy. The alien parried the blow as the two combatants fought for footing on the small craft. The flying motorcycle couldn’t have been more than a meter wide and twice that in length.

      Frank’s weight on the vehicle along with the momentum he carried with him as he landed was too much for the flying vehicle to hold. It began to sink from its place hovering in midair. Twisting and rocking back and forth, it began dipping and spinning.

      “Who are you!?!” Frank yelled past the whipping wind. He constructed clamps on the bottom of his boots to keep him from falling off the vehicle that might as well have been a bucking bronc.

      “You don’t even know who I am,” the alien said in a deep voice dripping with hate. He did the same, forming orange constructs on the ends of his boots to anchor himself to the spinning vehicle. “That’s everything that’s wrong with you and your Arilion!”

      The landscape spun all around them as they were taken further from the palace and into the wooded areas that surrounded the city.

      Trying to concentrate while exchanging parries and blows with the masked alien was near impossible. Frank wasn’t a stranger to hand-to-hand combat but fighting on a spinning craft that felt like a roller coaster gone wrong while dodging his enemy’s knife wasn’t exactly easy.

      Frank used his Ka-Bar like an expert, slashing and attacking whenever he could, blocking and parrying whenever he had to. His purple blade arced through the air in unison with the orange blade of his enemy. His assailant now also mirrored the purple armor that coated him from head to toe.

      Frank received blows to his head and torso while dealing out a wicked right elbow of his own that struck his enemy across the jaw.

      What’s going to happen when this flying crotch rocket finally crashes? Frank asked himself. I guess you cross that bridge when you come to it.

      Frank didn’t have to wait long to find out. They were over a wooded area now so far away from the palace it was only a tiny dot on the horizon. The vehicle was flying so low over the forest it skimmed the tops of trees. All of a sudden, it dawned on Frank that the flying motorcycle wasn’t spiraling out of control at all; it had taken them to a predestined spot.

      Any location decided on by his enemy did not bode well for Frank. Instead of playing into his enemy’s hands, he decided to throw a wrench in the works. Frank released the constructs on his feet that held him to the flying vehicle.

      The antlered enemy in front of him realized what Frank was doing at the last minute and flung himself on top of Frank. Together on the spinning vehicle, they slammed into the ground with so much force that even with his defensive construct in place, Frank’s teeth rattled.

      He rolled away from both the ruined hovercraft as well as the masked alien. A moment later, he sprang to his feet, shaking his head to clear the spots he saw in his vision.

      His enemy was already on the move. The alien produced a black cube from a holder on the right side of his pants leg and threw it up into the air. Lights scanned the area all around the cube as it slowly descended to the ground.

      “It’s going to cloak us, so when your friends come looking for you, they won’t find you. It’ll jam your comms too, so don’t even bother trying,” the alien said, rolling his shoulders. “You can run if you want. It only holds a cloak for a short distance.”

      “Running really isn’t my thing.” Frank cracked his neck as he prepared for what was to come next. He had fought his fair share of enemies. It was clear to Frank that this alien was highly trained. This wasn’t an average run-of-the-mill Chaos soldier. “I’m not a big fan of cardio.”

      The alien reached up a four-fingered claw and unclasped a latch on the right side of his mask that opened it up like it was some kind of mold. Brilliant in color, his skin was mostly a rust red with a splattering of yellow and cyan blue dots that looked like freckles covering his plate-like lizard skin. He would have been a wonder to behold had he not been trying to kill Frank and everyone he valued.

      In the depths of his icy blue wide set eyes echoed hate and fear. His narrow chin and mouth were downturned in disgust toward Frank. His nose was nothing more than two holes in the middle of his forehead seething like a bull’s nostrils.

      The alien was just slightly taller than Frank, although the slender antlers on his head made him look a full foot taller in height.

      “Who are you?” Frank asked as he circled his enemy, trying in vain to remember if he had ever seen any of this alien’s species before. He was coming up blank. “How did you get those vambraces?”

      “Besides your executioner, you mean? Who I am is unimportant; who my wife and son were are more relevant to your story.” The alien clenched his jaw and spat the words more than said them. “You have failed as an Arilion Knight. You and your order parade around as heroes while the rest of the universe does your dying.”

      “You’re not making any sense right now.” Frank shook his head. “Where did you get your vambraces? I didn’t know they came in orange. If I had my choice, I probably would have sprung for red myself, but that’s just me.”

      “Before I drag out your death and torture you, I’ll tell you my story so you will know why your agony will last so long.” The alien brought the same hooked blade to his right hand. In his left, he constructed a heavy blaster. “But before I do any of that, I want to make you bleed a little.”

      Fear wasn’t present inside of Frank, but surprise was. Even though the being before him resembled a two-meter-tall praying mantis, he had faced seemingly impossible adversaries before. However, he had never spoken to someone so full of anger, so full of hate. The closest he could remember was the Lord of Chaos himself; still, this was different. This level of animosity was something else. It was laced with pain that all the killing in the world would not soothe.

      “You attacked my allies,” Frank said, remembering the pile of rubble where Heron had been before he left. He said a silent prayer the old historian was still alive. “You attacked my friends. You’ll be the one doing the bleeding today.”

      Frank constructed a Ka-Bar once more in his right hand. In his left, he chose a Kimber 1911: it wasn’t the sexiest weapon he could have chosen, but it was one he was more than familiar with. For a single enemy in close range, it would do the job well.

      Without further words, the two combatants leveled their weapons at one another and charged to engage.
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      The woods surrounding the palace of House Thunder were thick and lush this time of year. The thick, smooth branches covered in silver dollar leaves shivering in the breeze provided shade from the planet’s suns. The animals scurried and spoke to one another in excited gasps as the terrorist and knight clashed.

      They were ten meters away from each other when they opened fire. Frank refused to offer himself up as a target without sending his own hail of weapons fire at his enemy. Dark purple and orange rounds lit up the space between the combatants like a neon frantic game of Pong as they raced toward one another.

      The horned alien was a trained shot. He landed a series of hits to the center of Frank’s body mass, including his head. It hurt. It more than hurt; it was a punishment Frank had only ever felt once before, when he was fighting Sava the first time she had come through the gateway, before they were allies.

      The purple armor covering Frank was enough to fend off the worst of the rounds that struck him, but every blast that did hit was a new lesson in pain. The only thing that kept Frank aiming and firing his own weapon was the fact that he understood his enemy had to be feeling the same effect.

      Frank wasn’t sure if he had been hit two times or ten by the time the two met in the middle and began trading blows with their blades. At this close of a range, Frank traded in his Kimber 1911 for a glove-like construct that wrapped around his fist. It was the meanest-looking take on brass knuckles Frank could think of and he didn’t plan on pulling any punches.

      His enemy also abandoned his blaster and chose a short, orange construct shaped like a baton. The two men went to work on one another. Frank gritted his teeth, accepting the punishment from the baton while refusing the alien to land a blow with his wickedly shaped hooked blade.

      Sweat raced down Frank’s forehead as he went down to one knee from a strike of the baton across his left leg. He blocked the blade with his own Ka-Bar before rising up to land a series of punches to the alien’s ribcage and face. The speed at which his enemy moved was impressive and worrisome at the same time.

      You can’t let this drag out too long, Frank told himself as he ducked a blow and slashed out with the blade in his right hand. The longer you fight, the weaker your constructs will get, eventually opening you up to serious injury.

      The dogfight was brutal in that neither combatant gave ground or tried to sidestep an attack. They blocked or absorbed each other’s blows and kept striking one another. Then it happened, with so much force being thrown at one another by their weapons, each combatant’s own defensive constructs began to weaken.

      “Argh!” Frank felt the blade of the hooked knife breach his armor and rip into his right shoulder with searing agony.

      Embracing the pain quickly and looking past it, Frank abandoned the Ka-Bar in his right hand and instead reached up and grabbed on to one of the antlers on his opponent’s head with both hands. As violently as he could, he pulled the alien’s head down and slammed his right knee up into the alien’s face.

      Stunned for a brief moment, the alien stumbled back. Frank brought a fully automatic SAW M249 to his hands and let loose with a stream of fire.

      The alien recovered just in time, bracing himself behind a square, orange riot shield. He hunkered down, fighting for traction in the dirt as Frank advanced.

      “Come on!” Frank was giving himself into full battle rage at the moment. His veins pumped dangerous amounts of adrenaline into his body as he stalked forward, pouring round after round into his target. “You wanted a fight, you got one!”

      BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

      The alien wearing the orange vambraces slowly began to give ground. A moment later, he vaulted into the air using his ability to jump higher than any living being had the right to. In mid-air, he constructed two heavy blasters of his own – one in each hand – and came straight down on Frank, firing his own weapons.

      Blood oozed from Frank’s right shoulder, and with it, fatigue came. He abandoned his SAW and lifted his own shield to absorb the incoming rounds. Orange fire rained down on his circular translucent shield, but his construct broke under the sheer weight of the alien when he landed.

      Both combatants toppled to the ground. The alien on top of him, Frank brought a blade to his right hand and stabbed upward, catching his opponent in his mid-section just to the right of his navel. The alien groaned but didn’t stop. The last thing Frank remembered was looking up as a massive orange constructed fist came down on his face.

      He was there again, at school. Hiding among the deep, quiet rows of the dusty books. He had quickly grabbed some hot lunch items that came with his discount lunch, which he paid for with his after school job laying brick for one of the local construction companies. A guy his father knew paid him under the table to help with hard labor.

      Sophomore Frank Wolffe did his best to lie below the radar and out of sight for the many larger, meaner kids looking to have a good time harassing him. Frank could see his young self, still scrawny, not yet the strong brawny guy he was today. He could fit into a few of his father’s old shirts and pants, but they still fit him a few sizes too big and hung just a little too thin. Unlike the other families, there was no back-to-school shopping for the Wolffe family. If he needed something, Frank’s mother would barter with a friend or head to the local thrift shop.

      From where Major Wolffe saw, sort of hovering over the image of his young self, Danny Cooper – outfielder of the high school’s varsity baseball team – along with a couple of his teammates, caught sight of Frank near the Ancient Civilizations section. What they were doing in the library, Frank had no idea. Probably were looking for some girls.

      Thump. Thump thump thump.

      Thick tomes began falling on Frank from the other side of the rack of books.

      “Hey, poor Frankie pup. Still can’t afford books of your own?” Danny sneered.

      “Hey, Danny. What do you want?” Frank responded.

      “I want the rest of your lunch money. I know you have some from that work you’ve been doing. You obviously aren’t using it all for lunch because you’re so skinny. Or maybe it’s just those sad clothes you’re wearing.” Danny turned to his friends for affirmation of his insults.

      “There is no more money,” Frank lied. He had been saving up to get his mom a birthday gift. He had seen a scarf in a window near a shop downtown. It was next to his favorite bookstore, 1888 Center. He figured the gift could keep her warm, maybe help her coughing, and would look good with her light brown hair.

      “Give me the money, Wolffe, or else.” Danny Cooper now grabbed him by the front of his shirt. Slowly, it started to tear.

      Frank stood in shock. He had ruined another shirt. He didn’t have much left. Rage built inside him. He had promised his mom no more fights, but he hadn’t started this one.

      

      Frank woke with a start. Immediately, he was aware of three things: it was still daylight, meaning not much time could have passed, he wasn’t wearing his vambraces, and his entire body felt like one huge aching mess. Most of the fiery hot pain came from his face and shoulder, but every inch of his being felt like he had been put through a grinder.

      He was sitting upright, propped up against a thick tree with his arms stretched behind him. He was secured by his wrists with a chain.

      “There you are,” his assailant said, holding Frank’s vambraces, one in each of his own hands. The purple vambraces tugged as if they wanted to return to Frank; still, the alien held them in check. “I was hoping you’d come to your senses before I left. Your people are searching the woods for you now. Even my camouflage cube won’t keep them fooled for long or from walking through it.”

      Frank could taste the familiar tang of blood in his mouth. Instead of playing into what the being wanted, he spat the crimson substance on the ground.

      Sava would be so pissed at you for losing to this guy. Frank shook his head as he realized the truth of the matter. You should be disappointed in yourself, but how were you supposed to know different-colored vambraces were floating around the universe? Sava never mentioned that at all.

      “My name is Jarl Balder and you should know why you will be losing everything you hold dear before I kill you,” Jarl said as he produced a dark net from a side compartment on his crashed vehicle. “I am the executioner of the Arilion Knights, you and the Draconian both. But before I kill you, I will expose you for the lie that you are. I’ll take everything you love from you just like you did to me, and then, then when I allow you to die, you will.”

      While Jarl spoke, he anchored the four sides of the net to the dirt ground, trapping the vambraces in place. The vambraces glowed with bright rage as they struggled against their bonds, trying in vain to return to Frank.

      Frank strained his pounding head up against the tree, trying to catch a glimpse of anyone who might be flying overhead. Maybe even Magnus with his cameras. No such luck.

      “You talk a big game,” Frank said, testing his bonds. The chain was so tight around his wrist, he was already losing circulation. “We can just finish this here and now.”

      “No, not yet,” Jarl answered as he lifted the light armor he wore from the left side of his torso and examined the wound Frank had gifted him via his Ka-Bar. It was deep and bloody against the alien’s rust-colored skin. Bright green blood oozed from the spot. “It would be a waste to kill you or the Draconian where there is no one to see you fall. When I do end your life, it’ll be in front of thousands, maybe even millions, to witness the event.”

      Both Frank and Jarl paused their conversation as a massive winged creature flew overhead. Frank recognized the exotic animal as a Thunderbird, a beast with the body of a lion and the head and wings of a bird. Vega had no doubt ordered a sweep of the surrounding area until he was found.

      Just as soon as the beast flying over Jarl’s camouflaged area appeared, it was gone.

      Jarl gritted his teeth as he constructed a heated iron in his right hand and pressed it to his wound. A slight sizzling sound could be heard as the iron melted the scaled skin. To Jarl’s credit, no sound of pain escaped his throat.

      “You said you lost your wife and son,” Frank said out loud, trying to use the conversation to find out as much of his enemy as possible. “And I’m guessing with your level of misplaced anger, you blame me, or rather, the Arilion Knights for this?”

      “The Arilion Knights are this universe’s greatest lie.” Jarl allowed his construct to dissolve before replacing his shirt and armor. “Your kind are supposed to stand to fight the darkness, to help those in need. You’re paraded around as saviors when you’re no better than anyone else; worse, in fact.”

      “I’m not trying to be better than anyone else.” Frank slowly shook his head. “I’m just trying to be the best version of myself I can. I didn’t choose to be an Arilion Knight, but when it chose me, I was willing to fight. We saved thousands of lives in the process and a few planets as well. Heck, we saved millions of lives by putting our own on the line to stop the Lord of Chaos.”

      “Yes.” Jarl shook his head with a laugh full of disdain as he moved to his hover-type motorcycle and began repairing the damage. “You fought the Lord of Chaos here, you fought him on Brytanna and even took the fight to his planet just outside of our known universe. I know the story well. But what about all the other planets he sent incursion teams to destroy? What about all the lives that were ended there? What about my family and all the families like mine? Where were you and Sava Sargard then?”

      “Are you mad because we can’t be everywhere at once?” Frank furrowed his brow as anger and disbelief filled his mind. He was careful not to mention the Arilion Knight’s newest member. If Jarl was unaware of Yur’l’s inclusion to the Arilion Order, maybe he could use that in the future. “I’m sorry about your wife and son. I really am, but bad things happen to good people every day. That doesn’t give you the right to go on some kind of terrorist spree sending missiles into civilians. You look like a strong kid. Why didn’t you save your own family?”

      That did it. Frank had struck the nerve he was looking for. Jarl rose from tinkering with his hover bike and stalked over toward Frank. His crystal blue eyes danced with anger. The orange vambraces on his arms flamed to life.

      Frank took the opportunity to remember everything he could about his enemy’s vambraces as he got a closer look. They were made of a darker steel than his own, black like ink. Orange alien runes were carved into them. Trying to remember what all the runes looked like would have been impossible. Frank focused in on one, a single repeating rune that stood out from the rest. It looked like two J’s; one turned sideways right on type of the other.

      “I tried to save my family,” Jarl growled, squatting down and lifting Frank’s head by his hair with his right claw. He leaned in with his hateful blue eyes. “I fought with my city protectorate to fend off the attacking Chaos scouting party and we did. A rogue missile meant for us passed our defenses and exploded in the city. I wasn’t strong enough to protect them then, but with these vambraces, I am now. Now I’m stronger than I’ve ever been.”

      “Really?” Frank ignored the pain in his scalp from having his hair practically pulled out of his head. He leaned in as far as his chains would let him. “Because you seemed scared to me.”

      “You and I aren’t so different.” Jarl shook his horned head with disgust. “The vambraces chose you and I chose the vambraces. In a different scenario, the roles we play in this story could very likely be reversed.”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Bambi.” Frank held Jarl’s gaze.

      “Are you willing to die for your cause?” Jarl asked, still holding Frank by his hair.

      “Are you?” Frank refused to back down. The rebellious streak in him won over the sound advice that told him he should keep his mouth shut. He had held back too many times in his past.

      The anger that burned in Jarl’s eyes was enough to tell Frank he had pushed the alien too far.

      Here we go, Frank thought to himself as the first blows landed across the left side of his jaw and right temple. You should really know when to just keep your mouth shut.

      Blackness came a moment later.
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      “Frank! Frank!”

      The voice ripped Frank away from some dream that had visited him in his unconscious state. He couldn’t remember what he was dreaming, but he remembered feeling angry and torn in his dream.

      “Frank!” It was Raj’s voice sounding in his head once again. “Frank, can you hear me?”

      Frank winced as he opened his eyes. As the light streamed in through his retinas, the back of his brain throbbed against his cranium. The area around his right eye was puffy and bruised. If he chose to focus on the pain, he felt it most in his face and right shoulder, where he had taken the knife wound from Jarl’s hooked blade.

      “Let me get these chains off,” Raj said as he maneuvered around Frank. Into his comms, he started calling in backup. “Elly, Vega, Sava, I found Frank, northeast of the palace about two klicks out. Hone in on my signal.”

      “Comms—comms are being jammed by that little black box,” Frank told Raj as he motioned to the camouflage cube in front of them.

      Raj nodded, running to the cube. Instead of trying to figure out how to disarm the piece of technology, he placed a right boot straight through the top of the cube, crushing it.

      Raj hurried back to Frank, repeating his report via his comm link.

      Frank couldn’t hear the answers, though he figured reinforcements were on their way. His arms stretched behind him around the tree were numb from his biceps on down.

      “I can’t get the chain loose; I’m going to have to shoot it,” Raj said, running back around the tree to look at Frank. “You with me?”

      “Do what you got to do.” Frank groaned as a new wave of pain raced across his jawline at the words. “I’m going to need some morphine or some of the good stuff to get over this one.”

      “I got you covered, buddy,” Raj said, producing his Reckoner P7 from his holster on his hip and lifting it to an area around the tree. “Fire in the hole.”

      BLAM!

      The Reckoner fired a round scorching the tree and burning a hole through the chains holding Frank still. Frank’s arms slumped forward. His right shoulder, released of the chain, fell to his side. Another piercing hot lance of agony coursed through his shoulder from front to back.

      “I’m here, I’m here, buddy; you’re going to be okay.” Raj holstered his weapon. Next, he unslung his med kit from his back. “Just stay with me.”

      “I’m not going to die.” Frank looked up at his friend, already searching for his vambraces. They were there, still under the black net where Jarl had secured them. “Stop talking to me like I’m on my deathbed. Help me up.”

      “Son of a singing bard, you shouldn’t be walking, you—”

      Frank grabbed Raj with his left hand, using the medic’s right shoulder to help him get to his feet.

      “OK, alright, I guess we’re doing this.” Raj aided Frank the rest of his way to a standing position before leaning him against the tree behind him. “Give me a second to get something in you to relieve the pain and close that wound.”

      Frank’s head was still clearing from all the blows he had taken. As much as he wanted to go and retrieve his vambraces, he waited for Raj to finish.

      Why? Why had Jarl left me my vambraces? He could have stolen them away as easily as he had escaped. Frank thought on the subject as Raj inserted a needle into his arm. But that wouldn’t be what he wants. What he wants is to dethrone the Arilion Order in front of everyone in the universe.

      Frank placed a hand on Raj’s as he pressed the plunger of pain killers into his arm. “Not all of it. I still need to be able to speak in complete sentences, as much as I’d like to have you hit me with a double dose.”

      “Got it.” Raj placed the needle back into his backpack. He came back with a glue-gun-looking tool. It was the same one he had used on Frank after the fight with the Lord of Chaos.

      Frank remembered exactly how much the tool used to close wounds hurt but was also reminded of how fast the recovery time was with the medical item introduced to them by Sava’s race. Their advanced technology came in handy for communication, securing the gateway entrance, and healing Frank from his ever repeated bruises.

      “Time to arts-and-craft my body?” Frank asked, eyeing the medical device.

      “The Draconians know how to heal a wound quickly,” Raj said, tearing a larger hole in Frank’s shirt around the wound to gain better access to the area. “Ready to be bedazzled?”

      “Let’s get it done,” Frank answered.

      “So, who was he?” Raj asked, trying to get Frank’s mind off the pain that was about to scream across his shoulder. “What happened here?”

      Frank understood exactly what Raj was doing; still, he didn’t mind. In all honesty, he was grateful to have someone to hash out the events he was still trying to understand. “He lost his family in a Chaos attack. He blames the Arilion Knights for not stopping it.”

      The feeling of someone cauterizing his wound and the smell of his own burnt flesh filled his nostrils. Instead of grunting in pain, Frank was reminded of how Jarl had basically done the same thing to his own wound. He thought about how the alien didn’t even tremble at the action. This was what he would be up against.

      So much hate, so much anger, and whether Jarl would admit it or not, fear. Frank had looked into the alien’s eyes. He understood fear when he saw it. Jarl was only lying to himself; he was afraid to admit to himself that he had failed his family, not the Arilion Knights.

      “So he’s decided to try to kill you and Sava and Yur’l?” Raj asked in disbelief. He took a step back, admiring his work. “There you go, as good as new. You’re not going to win any beauty contests, but it works. Maybe Vega is into scars and such.”

      “Hey! Thanks for ruining my chances at the next Miss America pageant,” Frank said as he looked down at his shoulder. A bright pink scar now covered the area on his shoulder where his open wound had been moments before. Just another scar to add to his collection. “He doesn’t know about Yur’l yet. At least I don’t think he does and I want to keep it that way.”

      Frank was going to say more, but at that moment, a shadow blocked out the last light of the suns and descended on Frank and Raj. An entire squadron of Thunderbirds flapped just above them. The gusts of wind made by their enormous wings buffeted Frank and played with his dark messy hair.

      The clearing they were in was too small for all the Thunderbirds to descend. Instead, one landed on the ground in front of Frank and Raj, carrying Vega. The Empress descended from her mount while the other soldiers of her army made the leap from their own Thunderbirds to the forest ground below.

      Vega wore the same singed white and gold dress over her light purple skin. Despite the sullied adornment, she still appeared radiant and regal at her people’s hour of need. Her white hair flew in the wind as she ran to Frank and embraced him. If she cared at all that someone of her title should be seen in a hug with an alien species, it didn’t show.

      “Easy,” Frank groaned, only one part teasing as Vega crushed him with a ferocious clench. “I still need those ribs.”

      Vega ignored his playful words, holding him tight. Frank returned her embrace, all his aches and pains subsiding for a moment. Her familiar scent, the way she felt in his arms, did more to relieve his pain than the pain killers Raj had injected him with a moment earlier.

      “I’m going to find him and I’m going to kill him,” Vega said, finally removing herself from Frank. She took a step back and cupped Frank’s bruised face gently in her hands. “I’m going to make him bleed.”

      “And I don’t doubt that you will.” Frank held both her hands in his own. “I’m fine. How’s Heron?”

      “Not well.” Vega tried to hide the angst in her eyes. It didn’t work. Frank knew her too well. “He was crushed underneath the rubble that fell. Our physicians are looking after him now.”

      “I can go and see if there’s anything that I can do to help,” Raj volunteered.

      “Thank you.” Vega motioned to a pair of her soldiers who had descended to the ground with her. It was General Tamar and another soldier Frank didn’t recognize. “Tamar, will you see that Raj gets back to the palace safely?”

      “Of course.” The tall Neeve soldier bowed, issuing orders to the other soldier to carry out the task. “Our forces are combing the area as we speak, still searching for the terrorist.”

      “He’s long gone by now.” Frank looked over to Tamar as he made his way to the net holding down his vambraces. He released his armor with a quick tug of one of the spikes securing a corner of the net to the ground. “My guess is he had a small craft hidden somewhere nearby. He could be on the other side of the galaxy as we speak.”

      “Frank, come in, Frank.” Sava’s familiar hard voice filled the comm unit in his ear.

      “Glad you can join the party,” Frank answered.

      “When we heard what happened, I came through the gateway straight away, along with a retinue of your own Marines.” Sava’s no-nonsense way of speaking contrasted with Frank’s carefree nature. “You’re speaking, so I take it you are well. I am searching for any trace of our enemy, but I do not anticipate I will find anything. I’ll rendezvous with you back at the palace to exchange information.”

      “Understood—” Frank strapped his vambraces on his forearms, feeling whole once more. “Sava, he was wearing orange vambraces. I didn’t know any others existed.”

      A very unlike Sava pause descended over the comms to the extent Frank thought he had lost the Draconian all together.

      “Sava, Sava, come in,” Frank said over the comms.

      “I’m here,” Sava responded. “We’ll speak more at the palace. I was not aware of the existence of other vambraces either, Frank. I am not keeping anything from you.”

      “I didn’t think you were,” Frank said, turning back to the group around him. “I’ll see you back at the palace. I’m headed there now. There’s an injured friend I need to go see.”
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      “He’s resting now.” Raj closed the door to the room where Heron had been laid. “Besides making him comfortable, there’s nothing else to be done. His spine was crushed at his waist from the falling debris. We shared his scans with the Draconians, who came up with the same consensus. He’ll never walk again.”

      Frank heard the words like someone speaking to him down a long hall. He stood dumbfounded as he thought of the grinning, friendly Neeve historian. How he had offered Frank a sandwich from his pocket the first night they met. How he had helped Frank to understand the Arilion Knights. The old man was a beacon of light, and if he was a little off in the head, it only added to his congenial personality.

      “Vega wanted an update as soon as I had one,” Raj said, rubbing at tired eyes. “I should go report to her.”

      “Yeah, go ahead,” Frank said, swallowing hard. “I’m going to stay here a bit longer.”

      “Understood.” Raj was about to leave but placed a hand on Frank’s shoulder in passing. “It’s not your fault. If you’re thinking that at all, you’re wrong. No one could have seen this coming.”

      Frank nodded along with the words as his friend released his hold on his left shoulder and continued down the hall.

      “General Breaker will need to be updated with all of this information,” Frank said, turning to Raj as if in afterthought. “I’m still getting used to my position in the squad. Can you have Elly send him the latest update? If he needs to talk to me, he can reach me over the comms.”

      “I’ll let her know.” Raj nodded and continued down the wide hall.

      Frank scratched at the back of his head, wondering why going in and talking to the old historian was so difficult for him. He was still dirty, dried blood on his shoulder and torn uniform. Something just seemed wrong about cleaning and changing when someone he was so close to lay wounded in the next room.

      You’re not that close to him. Frank shook his head, trying to sift through his feelings. You haven’t known him for that long, so why are you making such a big deal about this?

      Frank knew the answer, but he was done wasting time on how he felt about the matter. He knew he had a special place in his heart for Heron because the old historian was the first one to believe in him as an Arilion Knight. Heron had faith in him from the very beginning, even before Frank had.

      For someone who had grown up poor and alone, that meant the world to Frank. Sure his mother and father had offered that backbone of support for him. It was different, however, when someone not related to him with no vested interest showed the same kind of belief in him.

      Frank shoved all of this aside and walked into the room where the historian lay in a large, white down bed. The bed was pressed against the left side of the smooth stone wall next to a giant window that let in the cool night air, carrying the scent of jasmine with it.

      The frail Neeve looked even smaller against the size of the bed. His light purple face was cut at the lip and bruised at his brow. He cracked a grin, smiling at Frank as he heard the door open.

      “I don’t know which one of us looks worse,” Heron said with an upturn of the corner of his lips. “I was buried alive and you look like you got the losing end of a whipping.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” Frank found himself smiling in return. “When the rematch is scheduled, I’ll be ready.”

      “I have no doubt you will be.” Heron grinned again. “I’m going to give you some money so you can put on a bet for me. I’ll take you over anyone else, any day of the week—except for maybe Empress Vega. I have a feeling she can put you in your place.”

      Frank looked at the historian’s unblinking eye for a split second before both men couldn’t hold it in anymore and the room erupted with laughter.

      Frank immediately stopped chuckling, holding his ribs. Heron did the same with a wince.

      “I’m glad to see that you’re awake and well.” Frank took a seat next to Heron on his bed. Panic washed over Frank as he realized he had no idea if Heron knew he was paralyzed or not.

      “What is it?” Heron turned his head from side to side. “You look like you saw a speeider or something. Wait, is there a speeider about to crawl on my face? You’d tell me, right?”

      “There’s no speeider.” Frank shook his head, struggling to find the words he didn’t have.

      “Oh, you must be trying to figure out how to tell me I’ve lost the use of my legs,” Heron said as simply and matter-of-factly as if he were telling someone the time of day. “I know. No one has to spell it out for me. I was crushed under a ton of stone. I’m lucky to be alive. I can’t feel anything past my waist. I’ve put two and two together.”

      “I’m sorry,” Frank said, kicking himself mentally for saying something so meaningless. “I mean, I’m sorry I didn’t act sooner. If I—”

      “Stop it.” Heron spoke the two words with so much authority Frank immediately obeyed. “There’s only one person to blame for what happened to my legs and he’s not here now.”

      “How can you be so calm at a time like this?” Frank shook his head, trying to wrap his mind around the strength the old historian possessed. “How are you so matter of fact?”

      “Do I have a choice to be anything else?” Heron groaned as he propped himself up with his elbows. “Would it help to cry in frustration, to scream obscenities, to feel sorry for myself? Would any of that help?”

      Frank moved to assist his friend, placing pillows behind his back and propping him up. “No, I guess you’re right; none of that would do much good.”

      “The universe is a large place,” Heron said, patting his still legs. “If there is a way for me to walk again, I’ll find it. For now, let me do what I’m best at. Tell me what happened between you and this terrorist?”

      Frank told Heron everything. From the moment he leaped on the hovercraft, all the way to when Raj found him in the woods, chained to the tree. Heron sat quiet with his fingers steepled and pressed to his nose. The historian was deep in thought, soaking in every detail Frank relayed.

      When Frank finished his story the knight and historian sat in the comfortable quiet that only existed between true friends.

      “Vambraces of varying creation are not unheard of,” Heron said, finally breaking the silence. “During and after the first Chaos War, they were looked on as instruments of power. There are cases of vambraces trying to be forged by various parties. I have a book on that in my library if you ever want to read it. But in the end, none of them succeeded, resulting in death or varying degrees of failure to those trying to harness the power of one’s spirit.”

      “Harness the power of one’s spirit?” Frank repeated the words as if he had never heard them placed in that order before. “What do you mean?”

      “There are multiple emotions on the spectrum,” Heron explained. “When the Light formed the vambraces to beat back the Lord of Chaos, it chose to draw from the good power of strength, determination, and will. Of course, there are other emotions, such as fear and hate.”

      “Somehow, he figured out a way to harness the power of hate,” Frank said, remembering the look in Jarl’s eyes. “Hate or something very close to it.”

      “You figure out how he was able to succeed where so many before him failed and I guarantee you’ll find him,” Heron said, waving Frank away from his bedside. “Now go away. I’m old and now I’m crippled and I need my rest.”

      “You’re going to walk again,” Frank said, rising from his seat on Heron’s bed. “And I’m going to find the person responsible for this.”

      “I know you will,” Heron said to Frank as he exited the room. “Just don’t lose yourself in the process.”

      Heron’s words stayed with Frank as he walked down the hall. He was taken aback at how easy it had been to get past the situation and focus on the problem with Heron. Seeing him in the bed like that reminded him of his mother at home on Earth. He had only gone in to see her once before she slipped into her coma. He couldn’t bring himself to go in if he couldn’t talk with her. Before she was unconscious, she had the same tenacity as Heron. Never felt sorry for herself or her lot in life. Even before Frank had gone through the gateway and across the universe, she knew that life was bigger.

      Where do we start? Frank asked himself as he crossed the white marble floor on his way back to the gateway room. He knew focusing on what’s next would help keep his mind right. Jarl had hurt Frank and his friend. He would be found and he would be brought to justice. We start at the beginning, understanding Jarl and where he came from.

      “Oh, there you are,” Elly said, turning a corner and nearly running into Frank. “General Breaker is requesting that we return to the Den.”

      “Right,” Frank said, joining Elly as they continued down the hall. He caught a shadow pull back from a hall coming down the left side to intersect with the one they were on. He quickened his pace, hurrying to see who it had been. “Hey, hey, you!”

      Frank brought a Punisher GS2000 into his hands. The constructed gauss power rifle glowed with a brilliant deep purple.

      Elly ran right behind Frank, drawing her own Reckoner P7.

      “Stop or I’ll tear you apart!” Frank ordered the figure as he turned into the hall. He sighted down the barrel of his weapon, his finger already on the trigger. “Turn around!”

      The cloaked person was difficult to see in the dark hall. A line of windows allowed the moonlight to enter on the right. All Frank could make out at the moment was that the fleeing figure was tall and slender. At his warning, the person stopped but did not turn to reveal their identity.

      Frank estimated his target stood no more than ten meters in front of him. Frank wasn’t a sniper, but he knew he could place a pair of rounds into his target before he or she could form any kind of threat.

      “I said turn around!” Frank shouted at the figure.

      “OK, OK, I’m here, I’m here.” Elly stood beside Frank with her own weapon drawn and ready. “What should we do? Call in for backup?”

      “Get Raj and Sava here,” Frank said, slowly moving forward. There was something familiar about the shape of the person in front of him. A memory he couldn’t draw to the surface teased at the fringes of his mind. He addressed the figure again. “Turn around slowly.”

      This time, the person complied. A dark robe with a deep hood still hid her face, but he could tell now that it was a woman. Her slender shape and dark purple skin showed she was Neeve. Frank lowered his weapon as he finally realized who the female Neeve was and why she seemed so familiar.

      The former empress and Vega’s mother sank to her knees, trembling. Frank allowed the weapon in his hand to deconstruct. He ran to her side.

      “I’m sorry, hey, I’m sorry, it’s OK.” Frank skidded to a halt by the woman. He went down on both knees, sending a spasm through his ribcage and placing his hands gently on her shoulders. Even beneath her robe, her shoulder felt like skin and bone. “Are you all right?”

      The woman didn’t answer Frank at first. She just sat there rocking gently back and forth, trembling.

      Frank tried remembering everything he knew of the woman, which wasn’t much. She had been the ruling empress when Frank first arrived at Atmos. Shortly after, she had suffered a mental break after she realized she was the one responsible for her husband’s death.

      Somewhere in the background, Frank could hear Elly speaking over her comms, but at the moment, he was concentrating on the husk of the woman who sat beside him.

      As gently as he could, he drew back her dark hood. A beautiful, mature Neeve sat in front of him, the resemblance to her daughter uncanny. Add in a few healthy pounds and take away a few years and she could have passed for Vega’s sister.

      Hollowed cheeks and empty eyes stared down the hall at nothing. A slow rhythmic rocking flowed over the Neeve as if she could hear a rhythm only meant for her pointed ears.

      She began to whisper something just too soft for Frank to hear in the silver glow of the moonlight.

      “It’s going to be OK,” Frank said again. He was so far outside his comfort zone at the moment, he had no idea what he was even supposed to be trying to do. “We’ll get Vega here; she’ll know what to do.”

      “Fear not hate,” Vega’s mother said loud enough now for Frank to hear. “So many times, hate is mistaken for fear. Fear leads to hate, yes, but fear is what lies beneath. What was that?”

      “I—I didn’t say anything,” Frank answered.

      The woman ignored Frank altogether, looking out the dark window as if she were having a conversation with someone outside. “No, don’t be silly; he couldn’t have done it by himself. I know you helped him create them.”

      Goosebumps raced across Frank’s arms. A cold chill caressed his spine. He turned to follow the woman’s gaze out the window, half expecting to see some ethereal figure floating in midair. There was nothing.

      “You shouldn’t have helped him. Now Heron is injured. Poor, poor Heron.” Vega’s mother still rocked back and forth. If she knew Frank was beside her at all, she showed no indication. “And now so many more will die; so many, many more!”

      What had started off as an inaudible whisper now rose in volume until it was a cry so loud it made Frank wince. He wasn’t sure what to do, so he held on to her. Frank wrapped both arms around the feeble woman who still screamed at no one, at everyone.

      “So much fear, so much hate!”

      “Shhh… this is going to pass.” Frank rocked with her back and forth. “Whatever this is, it’s going to pass.”

      Vega, Tamar, and Raj, along with a contingent of House Thunder soldiers, found them like that on the floor, Frank holding the woman as she cried about fear and hate.
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      “I know you have to go,” Vega said to Frank as they stole a moment alone before Frank returned back to the Den with Marine Space Corps One. “At times like this, I wish I weren’t an empress or at the very least a selfish one so I could steal you away to myself without feeling a sense of guilt.”

      “We’ll make time,” Frank said, removing a strand of white hair from her face.

      The two stood in the gateway room alone. The rest of Marine Space Corps One along with Sava had returned through the gateway. Vega had asked Tamar and her bodyguards she now traveled with to wait outside the gateway room and give them a moment of privacy.

      The rubble that had fallen on Heron still filled the room; the giant opening created by the missile in the side of the palace stood as a gaping memory of what they had endured. It was late now. The cool night air rustled in, playing with Vega’s hair and dress.

      For the hundredth time, Frank thought about how beautiful Vega was.

      I hope she never comes to her senses and realizes what an animal I am, Frank thought to himself. Or maybe she already knows and the animal in her still chooses to be with me.

      “Thank you for staying with my mother while I came,” Vega said, standing close to Frank and taking him in her arms again. “She has care both day and night. Still, there have been instances where she’s able to slip away. You saw her during one of her episodes. She’s not always that bad. Sometimes I can even have a conversation with her and it’s like it was before.”

      Frank thought about telling Vega what her mother had said. The bits and pieces of what she rambled that very nearly made sense. He decided against it. Speaking about her mother’s condition was obviously difficult for Vega. There was no point in having her discuss an issue he wasn’t even sure he understood.

      “You’re a good daughter,” Frank told Vega as he rested his chin on her head. “We’re going to get through this together. I’m going to take down the alien responsible for this.”

      “I know you will,” Vega said, nestling her head in Frank’s chest. “Our alliance with Earth is stronger than ever. I’ll address my people tomorrow and explain to them what has happened. You know you have our full support. If this attack was meant to tear us apart, it has only done the opposite.”

      “Two days.” Frank gently placed Vega at arm’s length so he could see into her lavender-colored eyes. “In two days, come see me on Earth.”

      “I’d love to,” Vega said, leaning in for a kiss.

      Frank pressed his lips to hers, feeling a tingling sensation rush through his body. He was lost for a beat as his soul rested in the moment.

      Much too soon, the moment was over. Vega gently lifted her full lips from his own before playfully pushing him toward the gateway. “Do what you have to do, you Arilion Marine, but make sure you come back to me.”

      “I will,” Frank said, turning back to the gateway that still fogged with its multicolored mist. He was through and back at the Den before he could force himself to look back.

      “And gate is clear,” a lab-coated scientist said as Frank walked through.

      I really need to make an effort to start learning their names, Frank thought to himself as he walked down the ramp and entered the Den once more. He looked at a short scientist with a balding scalp and a friendly smile. Despite his worn look and the fatigue he felt, he still tried to be friendly.

      The scientist looked at Frank with huge eyes as he passed.

      “Hi—Dan.” Frank guessed at the man’s name with a wave.

      The man turned around and looked behind him as if Frank were speaking to someone else.

      Frank shrugged and exited the gateway staging area and joined his team as they waited for him. Apparently, Magnus had already turned in, having had enough of adventure and open space for the time being. Elly and Raj stood at the foot of the stairs that led back up to the viewing room, the same room Frank had sat in that morning when he received his promotion.

      Has it only been a day? Frank thought to himself as he trudged up the stairs. It feels like two days at least. I need a coffee and maybe some tacos, oh—a Cherry Pepsi sounds great right about now.

      Frank entered the room with Raj and Elly in tow. The pair were as tired as Frank. They kept talking to a minimum. When they entered the room, to everyone’s surprise, Yur’l was there waiting for them. The Gleason wore a black uniform over the many feathers of his body. The pants covered his legs, down to his hyper-extended knees, with reinforced protection over his ankles, leaving the pads of his toes and his claws exposed so that he could still walk silently and swiftly like a cat.

      His broad chest and full, long arms were also covered, except for the elbows where his longer feathers jutted out between the sleeve and his vambraces, which shone a dull lavender. Dark purple outline completed the markings of an Arilion Knight’s uniform.

      His beak parted into what Frank guessed was a smile. The twinkle in his somewhat squinted eyes confirmed the welcoming gesture.

      “I’ve been instructed to wait for you here and escort you to where Sava and General Breaker are waiting for you.” Yur’l motioned to the table in front of him, where a line of cups held cold coffee. “I was told your species enjoys this invigorating beverage called coffee. I have to admit I enjoyed it as well, but it makes my heart go fast.”

      “I don’t care what anyone says about you, Yur’l,” Frank teased the Arilion order’s newest recruit. “You’re all right. But do be careful with that coffee: other people here on Earth of a certain, um, age tend to avoid coffee with caffeine at a certain age. It could also have some digestive system effects, if you will.”

      “Oh, I see. I think I had that happen to me once. See, we went out and I ate–”

      “No, no.” Frank put up a hand. “That wasn’t an invitation to exchange bowel stories. Come on; you were going to take us somewhere?”

      Frank grabbed a cup along with Elly and Raj as they drained the contents.

      “OK, where to now?” Elly stifled a yawn despite having drunk the caffeine-laced beverage. “I’m so tired, I’m starting to see two of you.”

      “Perhaps that is a brain hemorrhage,” Yur’l cocked his head to the side. “And I must have misspoken. Only Major Wolffe is instructed to come with me. The rest of you may return to your quarters for sleep.”

      “Sorry, buddy,” Raj said to Frank as he breathed a sigh of relief. “I guess that’s why they pay you the big bucks.”

      “You are getting paid for this?” Yur’l asked with large eyes.

      “Oh good, I can smell myself and I’m starting to have serious second thoughts about my deodorant of choice,” Elly said as she followed Raj out the door. She turned back and waved over her shoulder. “See you later, Major Wolffe.”

      As Elly and Raj walked away, Frank could hear Elly muttering something about “told you” and “cray cray.”

      Frank heaved a heavy sigh of weariness, then drained the rest of his cold coffee. He motioned with an extended arm to Yur’l. “Lead the way, good knight.”

      Yur’l led Frank through the Den to a room on the far end of their same floor. The room he showed Frank to, much like the training room, was still under development. It was smaller than the training room. The far wall looked like it was made entirely of screens and monitors all spitting out various reports and data with pictures of planets and other intelligent species.

      The room was brightly lit with halogen lamps overhead. Sava sat in a fancy high-backed leather chair. She rested at a monitor, her thick reptilian fingers maneuvering over the keyboard, clumsy and unpracticed.

      General Breaker stood on her left, his metal hand on the headrest of her chair as he leaned in to get a closer look at what Sava was typing. Upon entry to the room, Sava and General Breaker looked up from their work.

      “Glad to see you back.” General Breaker nodded toward Frank. “I’ve been briefed by Elly over the comms and then Sava when she returned. It seems we have a new threat to face. How’s Heron?”

      “He’s laid up and paralyzed from the waist down,” Frank answered. “He’s tough. He’ll make it.”

      “There are options we can explore that may be able to see him walking again,” Sava said, returning to her task at the keyboard. “Right now, that cannot be our main focus. Right now, we need to find out as much as we can about our new enemy.”

      “What’s all this?” Frank asked, jutting his chin out to take in the plethora of screens and monitors. “U.S. military have a fire sale on computer screens?”

      “With so much new information for us to digest about the universe, the Draconians have offered to set up a data bank here in the Den.” General Breaker motioned down to Sava. “It’s basically a computer packed full of streaming data and information about planets, galaxies, species, military unions in the universe, everything.”

      “Oh, so it’s like the internet for the universe,” Frank said, leaning in as Sava’s large fingers made another missed keystroke and she had to go back and delete her last entry. “Want me to take over, sausage fingers?”

      “This keyboard was made for human fingers,” Sava growled under her breath. “Elly, should be the one trained on using the tech.”

      “She will as soon as it’s officially up and running,” General Breaker answered. “Until she’s given the crash course, you’re the only one that knows how to use the system.”

      “Understood,” Sava said, looking up at Frank. “I have reports from the Neeve present during the attack, but you are the only one who saw the alien up close and without his mask. Spare no detail.”

      “I can do better than that,” Frank said, remembering the alien’s name. “His name is Jarl Balder. He was part of his planet’s or maybe his city’s protectorate. I think that’s the word he used. Chaos Soldiers came and attacked his city, killing his wife and son in the collateral fallout. He blames the Arilion Knights for not stopping the attack.”

      “What did he look like?” General Breaker pushed.

      “His chest and arms were somewhat humanoid, but his face and legs were like an insect’s. Like a praying mantis. A little taller than we are.” Frank scratched at the stubble under his chin. “He had rust-colored skin splattered with bright blue and yellow highlights. His round eyes were wide set and the same bright blue with beady pupils. Antlers, not horns or antennas, came from the top of his head. His chin was narrow and his nose was two holes set between his eyes.”

      “Alf,” Yur’l said quietly from his spot beside Frank.

      All eyes in the room turned to take in the Gleason.

      “Sorry,” Yur’l said, looking at everyone in the room. “Am I not supposed to say anything?”

      “No, you’re welcome to speak,” General Breaker encouraged the Gleason. “Do you know the species that Frank is describing?”

      “I think so.” Yur’l rubbed his beak with his right hand, an act Frank guessed was like a human rubbing his chin. “On my planet, we have a fair number of a species called Alf. They have the same slender antlers Frank is describing, the same body type, and facial features as well.”

      Sava went to work with her sausage fingers, pounding the keyboard in front of her like it stole something from her. A moment later, the largest screen, a giant sixty-inch monitor, sprang to life with her search. A series of images crossed her screen. The images were of the same colorful species as Jarl.

      “Yep, this is them,” Frank said as images of different Alf showed on the screen in front of him. Although their colors varied slightly, there was no mistaking the antlers or the bright blue eyes of the species.

      “Well done, Yur’l,” Sava said, moving from a search of the species to one of the planet and reports of any kind of Chaos attack in the near past. “It seems as though the race resides on a planet called Chesha in the Oberon galaxy. A Chaos scouting party attacked them about the same time you were fighting off the Chaos from Atmos and I was busy in Brytanna.”

      “I know I wasn’t even a knight at this time. I know we can’t be in more than one place at a time, but that doesn’t stop me from wishing we could have saved his family,” Yur’l said softly.

      The room quieted until the only thing that could be heard was Sava’s manic typing.

      Frank bit his tongue and then couldn’t hold back any longer.

      “He crippled one of my friends,” Frank said, staring into the Gleason’s eyes. “I can’t take pity on him for anything now. I’m going to find him and I’m going to put him down.”

      Yur’l looked like he  was going to open his beak again, but the look on Frank’s face made him think better of it.

      “We’ll try to bring him in,” General Breaker corrected. “If he resists, then that’s on him.”

      “It looks like we’ll be going to Chesha,” Sava said, doing more maneuvering around her keyboard. “The planet has an active sphere that will get us there in no time. Let’s get some rest. We’re going hunting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have you read Yur’l’s file?” Sava asked Frank the next morning as the two sat across from one another in the mess hall located in the Den. “Do you know what happened to his own family?”

      Freshly showered and rested Frank felt like a new man. His body was still sore, but that was just part of life at this point. He sat down on the bench-style seating in the mess hall with something like oatmeal in front of him with two hard boiled eggs on the side, and a large mug of coffee.

      “Nope,” Frank said, shoveling an egg into his mouth whole and chomping down into the protein-laden food. “Sava, you know I don’t read.”

      Her only response was to stare at him with a straight face. Maybe she was still a little too tired for his usual shenanigans.

      “OK. With the way you’re looking at me, I’m guessing I should have.”

      “I sent you the file and told you to read over it before we went to his planet to bring him on board.” Sava glared at Frank with her one good eye.

      “Oh, that’s what that email was.” Frank shrugged. “I’m not one for homework or chain emails.”

      “Yur’l lost his own family, a wife and daughter,” Sava said. Mimicking Frank, she chose a hardboiled egg from her own plate and threw it into her mouth. She shrugged and nodded with approval for the taste. “Remember that next time you go opening your mouth about family being collateral damage.”

      Frank was about to respond but decided against it. This was one of the times he had to remind himself to just stay quiet and think before he spoke. They had all been through a lot. Being sensitive wasn’t Frank’s strong suit, but he could try to not be a jerk either.

      “Jarl mentioned killing you and me in front of the universe plenty of times but never mentioned Yur’l once.” Frank decided to change the subject. “That could be the ace up our sleeve when this all ends.”

      Sava nodded slowly, eating her last egg and then looking at Frank’s remaining one. “Are you going to eat that?”

      “Yes, I am.” Frank grabbed his egg like it was the last one on Earth. “Stop eyeing it like that.”

      Sava shrugged like she wasn’t going to even address how ridiculous Frank was acting.

      “Good morning, friends,” Yur’l said as he took a seat with the other two knights at the breakfast table. The Gleason wore the same purple and black uniform Sava did, the clothing of their new order of knights. “I hope everyone had a restful night.”

      “I slept like someone slaughtered on the battlefield,” Sava casually responded with what was perhaps a common saying on her world. “I fell asleep thinking of the orange vambraces you reported, Frank.”

      “What about them?” Frank asked, his spoon halfway to his mouth. “Besides that one symbol I found that no one knows, there haven’t been reports of anyone ever successfully making their own vambraces.”

      “Right,” Sava answered. “Still, we might find some kind of clue of how Jarl Balder was able to craft these orange vambraces while we’re on Chesha. Yur’l, I’d like you to remain at the Den and continue your training. Jarl Balder is a dangerous enemy, and with the limited training you’ve had, it would be foolish to put you in harm’s way.”

      “I understand I could be a liability in the field, but I can hang back or offer support at the very least.” Yur’l looked at Sava imploringly. “I can help. I’ve been chosen as a Knight for a reason. I can do something.”

      “And you will,” Sava said, staring right back into the Gleason’s eyes. “You will do many great things. Right now, your job is to train and to learn. Practice what I have already taught you. Very soon, we will call on you, just not today.”

      “It’s probably going to be boring anyway.” Frank tried downplaying the excursion. “The chances of Jarl actually waiting on his planet for us are slim to none. This is going to be a lot of door knocking and pounding the pavement looking for clues or information. Now that I’m talking about it, I don’t even want to go.”

      “You’re coming, Frank,” Sava growled.

      “But I guess I’m going anyway,” Frank said.

      “You two ready to roll?” Elly asked, showing up at the table where the Knights ate. She looked over to Sava and extended a hand for the Draconian to high five. “I heard you’re coming with us this time. It’ll be good to have another woman on the team.”

      Sava looked at Elly with her one eye, unfazed by anything she had said. Neither did she raise her hand to return the gesture. “Why would it matter that I am a female joining your party?”

      “Oh, you know, it’s just for the sisterhood, the whole girl power thing. I mean, it’s not like I live and die by it and I’m always talking about girl power. I was just trying to be optimistic and welcoming to you on the team.” Elly slowly lowered her hand, reminiscent of a small child who had just been refused access to a roller coaster ride. “Just—just glad you’re coming.”

      “I do not know of this girl power, but I know of power in general, Elly Wong.” Sava rose from her seat. “And I am also ready to be going.”

      “Well, uh—I don’t really know how to respond to that besides saying, OK then.” Elly shrugged. “Raj and Magnus are already waiting for us by the sphere.”

      “Copy that,” Frank said, shaking his head at Sava as he placed the last hardboiled egg into his mouth. “No, I’m still going to eat it.”

      “Be safe,” Yur’l said to the three members of his team leaving the mess hall. “If you need reinforcements, I’ll be ready.”

      “I know you will,” Sava said to the man with a nod.

      As the three made their way to the gateway, Frank was reminded of how uncommon it was still for other humans in the Den to see an alien in their presence.

      When they walked down the halls with Sava, bewilderment was clear in the eyes of each Marine, specialist, and scientist as they tried to be polite and give salutes or head nods and not stare. Frank couldn’t blame them. Sava’s race was taller and wider than humans, her green-scaled skin and the short horns that came from her head didn’t exactly scream normal.

      Sava wore the same black uniform with purple outlining that Yur’l wore. It had been made for her upon request and now stood to identify Arilion Knights. Frank had politely refused the get-up, remaining in his Marine Space Corps One uniform of Danner lace-up boots with dark grey pants and a button-up shirt. The vambraces he wore set him apart as an Arilion Knight to anyone who knew what the vambraces meant. He was a part of the Order, but he was a Marine first.

      His body armor, on the other hand, the diamond-plated armor he wore, was black with purple outlining. The symbol of Marine Space Corps One displayed proudly over the right side of his chest.

      On Sava’s chest was the emblem of her own planet’s fighting force, a Draconian skull inside a diamond-shaped spearhead. Yur’l also wore a patch of his planet’s elite fighting force. His patch was an iron cross topped with a brilliant heptagram and a saying in his language that meant “Duty over all.”

      Before he knew it, Frank and the others had arrived back at the gateway floor. The familiar musty scent still hung in the air. Raj was kneeling on the ground, patting Magnus’ furry head when the rest of the team descended the stairs and joined him.

      “Perfect timing,” Raj said, standing with a grin. “They were just about to begin the light show.”

      Frank looked over to the team of astrophysicists who managed the sphere. One of the white-coated women lifted the golden sphere from the ground and activated the device by pressing a symbol toward the top of the orb. A faint humming filled the room as the orb began to hover in place all on its own.

      The defenses placed in front of where the gateway would be projected were also lowered. The force field disappeared and the steel shielding receded into the steel arch frame.

      The scientist then proceeded to turn the rows of alien symbols on the sphere like a Rubik’s cube. When she had the seven symbols she wanted lined up in the middle of the sphere, she pressed the bottom-most section of the sphere up with a click.

      “Gateway activating,” she warned loud and clear.

      A light shot out from the top of the sphere, landing on the raised ramp in the room. A golden archway whose hue matched that of the sphere itself appeared as if by magic. A moment later, thick rolling mist appeared in the archway. The fog filled with all the colors of the spectrum dimming and raising in intensity from emerald greens to vibrant yellows and crimson reds.

      “The other sphere this one is connecting to on the planet Chesha isn’t categorized,” Sava warned as she adjusted the vambraces on her own forearms. “When we walk through, we should be aware of that.”

      Elly adjusted the glasses slipping down her nose. She was in the middle of making sure her weapon was secure when Sava gave the warning. Her finger raised to her ear as though to adjust her hearing aid. “What—what does that mean? Did I hear that right? The sphere on Chesha isn’t categorized?”

      “Not all the planets that hold spheres are aware of their use. Some have been lost over time, others placed in museums, still others guarded. The sphere on the planet Chesha is one that is not in use.”

      “So we could be walking into a cave or a forest?” Raj asked.

      “Or a swamp or a hornet’s nest?” Elly asked with wide eyes.

      “Why do you guys have to be so negative?” Frank took the lead, already walking toward the archway. “Maybe the sphere was placed and forgotten behind a candy store or a fast food restaurant.”

      “Wishful thinking, but it is possible,” Sava said, joining Frank. “We should be on guard. It would be best if Major Wolffe and I go through first.”

      “Who’s Major Woll—oh, right,” Raj said with a grin. “Son of a gun, Frank, I’m going to have to get used to that.”

      “You and me both,” Frank said, passing the scientists monitoring data from their screens and the Marine security detail on duty who watched the gateway with unease.

      “Marine Space Corps One.” General Breaker’s voice drew the attention of all in attendance.

      Frank followed everyone’s gaze as they turned back to address their superior officer. The general wore spit polished black shoes and a uniform that looked like it had never seen a wrinkle in its life.

      “Remember your mission; you’re going to Chesha to find out as much as you can about our new threat. If he is there, you are to call for backup. Try to bring him in alive, but at no cost to your own safety. If he insists on a fight, then we’ll give him one.” General Breaker took a moment to look each team member in the eye. “Get it done, Marines, Oohrah!”

      “Oohrah!” Frank, Elly and Raj shouted before ascending the ramp. Sava nodded along with their words.

      Here we go again, Frank thought to himself as he took the lead with Sava just behind him on the right. Elly, Raj, and Magnus brought up the rear. Please, let’s have some good news and not be sent into the middle of a war zone or some villain’s lair. We’re due for some good news.
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      Frank tensed, already constructing a Punisher GS2000 gauss rifle in his hands. He had forgone the option of carrying an actual model with him into the field. It would push him and make him stronger as an Arilion Knight if he was going to have to form every weapon he used from his vambraces.

      What haunted him already was the power Jarl Balder had harnessed when they met. It was clear the Alf was drawing an immense amount of energy from his vambraces that channeled his hate. Or was it his fear?

      Frank was still trying to figure that out, but now was not the time. He lifted the weapon to his eyes, aiming down the barrel. His legs were slightly bent as he walked forward. Out of the corner of his right eye, he could see Sava beside him, her own translucent purple weapon in her right hand.

      The Draconian had also chosen a Punisher GS2000 mirroring Frank’s own. She had been practicing with every kind of weapon she could encounter: Draconian, Human, Neeve, Chaos, and more. Frank had seen her construct the weapon in their still being built training room; he just didn’t know she felt comfortable already taking the weapon into battle.

      As the fog thinned, Frank mentally prepared himself for anything from raging hordes to a leviathan, dinosaurs to an immense monster from his darkest nightmare.

      You’re the tip of the spear and there is no one in this universe better equipped for this than a Marine, Frank told himself. Oohrah!

      The gateway let out into a small room with a circle of chairs and Alf sitting in these seats. The room was dark, only illuminated by the color coming from the gateway and a bright green sign that glowed over a door to the right. Boxes and shelves lined the walls laden with what looked like clothing or house supplies.

      A moment later, Frank realized what he had first thought were actual members of the Alf species sitting in the dark room were nothing more than their own versions of mannequins.

      Frank kept his weapon up and ready, but a sense of mystery was replaced by one of foreboding. The sixth sense he had developed in the Marines told him something was very wrong.

      He walked deeper into the room as the rest of Marine Space Corps One filed in behind him.

      “What the—” Raj breathed, realizing what Frank already had. “Guys, I told you no more interventions. I’m fine.”

      Frank maneuvered around the circle of Alf mannequins in the small room. They were all made of some kind of pale plaster. They were completely naked from the antlers sprouting from their head to the bottoms of their narrow feet.

      “This is so disturbing,” Elly said, clearing her throat as Magnus whined by her feet. “Where are we?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Frank looked over to Sava in the dull light. “No clue on coordinates besides on the planet of Chesha?”

      Sava constructed a light on her rifle, bringing more illumination to the scene in front of them. A damp smell in the air like recent rain began to build as the initial shock of the statuettes wore off.

      “Exact coordinates weren’t found; that’s why I gave you that warning before we entered the gateway,” Sava explained as she shined her light on the plaster Alf. “Elly Wong might be able to tell us more.”

      “On it,” Elly said, whipping out a data pad and going to work on the display screen. “Lucky me, I went to my room last night and had a freaking encyclopedia of information waiting for me on the new information system the Draconians have shared with us. This thing is like Wikipedia and the darkweb had a baby. Give me just a sec.”

      Frank heard everything Elly was saying. At the moment, he was too busy shining his own light from his rifle on the figures. A symbol he had missed at first because it was so thin was carved into the chests of each of the mannequins. It was the same symbol that had stood out to Frank on Jarl’s orange vambraces.

      “Something’s wrong,” Frank warned, searching the room again. “The two J’s carved into the mannequins. That symbol, I recognize it from Jarl’s vambraces.”

      “Are you sure?” Raj asked.

      “I’m sure. It looked just like this,” Frank confirmed. “It was a J with another J turned sideways just above it.”

      “We’re in a city called Renmo, somewhere on the outskirts,” Elly said, still not looking up from her data pad. She had taken up a position next to the floating sphere on this side of the gateway. “Renmo, Renmo, I’ve heard that name before. Where have I heard that name?”

      “It’s the city Jarl Balder was protecting when he lost his family,” Sava answered, taking a knee next to one of the models to get an even closer look at the marking. “What are the odds that the sphere would be in the same city where Jarl’s family was killed?”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences,” Frank said, gripping his construct even tighter. “He wanted us to come here. He knew we’d follow this lead. We need to figure out what this symbol means.”

      “If he knew we were coming here, he could have set a trap or an ambush,” Raj said, looking around the room for the dozenth time, trying to find any hidden threat. “What is he doing?”

      “He’s getting into our freaking heads, man,” Elly said.

      “He’s not going to kill us where no one can see.” Frank remembered Jarl’s words. “He wants us to suffer and then he wants to take us out in a public place. Elly, report in to General Breaker.”

      “Roger that,” Elly answered.

      “He’s doing all of this on purpose,” Raj said, talking to himself out loud. “If this is all premeditated, then everything means something. How many mannequins are there? Do they all look the same?”

      “What?” Frank asked, trying to figure out what Raj was getting at. He didn’t wait for an answer; instead, Frank joined Sava in the middle of the ring of Alf mannequins. There were six of them all together. Each wore the same symbol carved with a thin blade in the center of their chest.

      Frank knelt by the mannequin closest to the door. He shone his light as close to the plaster creation as he dared. He searched it from the tip of its slender antlers to the very bottom of its feet. There was nothing.

      “If he’s trying to get into our heads, mission successful,” Elly said, following the others as they took a closer look at the mannequins together. “Paint me disturbed.”

      “Don’t think there’s more to find here,” Frank said, rising from his position and heading for the door. “I do think the six mannequins mean something, but there’s nothing else here to tell us what.”

      Frank approached the door with the bright green sign glowing over it. He couldn’t read what the sign said since it was in a different alien language, but he could guess what it meant: exit.

      “Sava, protect the others in a barrier.” Frank allowed his own Punisher GS2000 to disappear before calling on his constructed armor. A translucent purple barrier of armor covered him from a helmeted head to heavy boots. “If there is some kind of trap yet to be sprung, we have to be prepared.”

      “Agreed.” Sava created a circular force field of purple energy from her vambraces. Elly, Raj, and even Magnus grouped close to Sava to take advantage of her shield-like construct. “We’re ready.”

      The Will that lived inside Frank to succeed burned hot and ready. He felt warmth spread to his fingers and toes as he held on to the feeling and examined the door.

      From what he could see, there were no wires or devices attached to his side of the door. The handle was a flat latch and appeared uncomplicated and normal in every way. Before continuing, Frank decided to take the extra step to see if he could get a look at anything on the other side of the barrier. Recalling every movie he had ever seen when it came to searching for traps or bombs, Frank constructed a thin wire with a camera on the end of the device. A light shone bright as he knelt and fed the wire under the door.

      Creating something so unfamiliar and complex used more energy than he would have liked. If it meant he could spot a bomb before it detonated or keep his team out of harm’s way, it was worth it. Frank hooked the feed from the camera coming out of his right vambrace to the display screen in his constructed helmet.

      A square window appeared in the right side of his heads-up display, showing him a view of what the camera was seeing.

      Here goes nothing, Frank thought to himself. We really need to bring gear like this with us from now on.

      Frank maneuvered the wire with the camera under the door, then twisted the wire up to see what he could of the view on the other side of the closed barrier. What looked like a foundry or some kind of metal-working warehouse opened up on the other side of the door.

      Whatever it had been, it was abandoned now. Dust and decay covered the massive machines. Although daylight spilled through a few windows on a far wall, the windows themselves were either filthy or broken.

      No noise, no movement came from the other side of the door. Frank rotated the camera looking for any kind of device that could be set to go off once he opened the door. There was nothing that he could see.

      “Alright, we’re going to do it,” Frank said, allowing his camera construct to disappear. He stood up and faced the door. “Fire in the hole.”

      He gripped the handle slowly. Ever so gently, he pulled then eased the door open. There was no clicking of a switch or tension; the door didn’t trigger anything. It just opened.

      Frank breathed a sigh of relief, releasing a breath he didn’t know he was holding. For the second time that day, he constructed his gauss-powered Punisher GS2000. The weapon felt familiar, even comfortable in his grip. At the moment, it was the only thing that felt familiar.

      He was right; the room he walked into now was a steel worker’s warehouse of sorts or at least at one point had been such. The place was abandoned with alien vermin scurrying through the piles of trash and rusted metal machines now cold and lifeless.

      To the left, the long building ended in a pair of double doors. The high ceilings were held up by massive pillars with furnaces worked into the structure every ten meters or so.

      “All clear,” Frank said, sweeping the massive room.

      Sava led Raj, Elly, and Magnus from the smaller room to join Frank.

      Frank didn’t want to worry anyone unnecessarily; he was sure they could all feel it anyway. A hollow sensation was beginning to fill his stomach, an eerie sense he only got when he was being watched.

      “I’m going to need some therapy after this.” Raj started to breath hard. “I’d take a straight fight over this weird wandering around any day of the week.”

      “Easy there, my hyperventilating friend,” Frank coached Raj. “Keep that panic attack in check. We’ll be all right.”

      “What’s that at the end of the room?” Elly pointed to the far end of the warehouse building to their right. Her pitch went up as her voice rose. It was a tonal issue coming from her hearing aids, something Elly was self-conscious about. It only happened if she was yelling or scared. “Do you see it?”

      Frank followed Elly’s gaze to a pile of something in the far right corner. As he got closer, the familiar odor of death touched his nostril. Frank cringed but forced himself forward.

      It wasn’t a single pile of something; it was numerous smaller piles of the most random items: a pile for clothing, rotten food, even jewelry and technical supplies.

      Frank swallowed hard as he finally found the source of the decaying smell. It was hard to tell exactly how old she had been or what she had died from, but what appeared to be an old Alf woman lay on the ground in a pool of her own dried blood. Her body was bloated and lifeless. Dark eyes looked to the ceiling, her mouth twisted in a grisly cackle.

      Elly put her hand over her own mouth and cringed.

      Sava and Raj joined Frank to take a closer look.

      “She was elderly, but it wasn’t old age that killed her,” Sava said, kneeling down beside the body to examine the corpse. “It looks like her skull, maybe her neck is broken.”

      “Finally, something I can do and no more of this creeping around.” Raj slipped his hands into light blue gloves with a snap to inspect the body. “Based on the somatic structure’s status and external wear and tear, I’d say Sava’s right. She was old, but there’s blunt trauma to her skull. Her mandible seems to have sustained a crushing blow and I could determine duration of death with some time to test insect succession and decomposition pat—”

      Magnus barked, unfurling his wings and taking off to soar in the space the high ceiling of the building allowed. He barked again, this time panicked.

      “Elly?” Frank looked over to the only member of Marine Space Corps One who could understand the Momo.

      “He says they’re coming.” Elly looked over to Frank. “He says to get ready.”
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      Deep purring and rumbling reached Frank’s ears a split second later. The repeated waa-ooo of a high-to-low frequency digitized siren accompanied the rushing sound. Faint at first, the noise grew in intensity with each passing moment, soon causing the room’s machines to jingle and creek. Sava lifted up into the air to get a better view out the broken windows along the wall. Her ability to fly was seamless: something Frank was still working on. It would take time to perfect; at the moment; the best he could muster if he had to was an awkward hover.

      “It looks like the city protectorate coming from the east,” Sava reported. “They’ll be here in under a minute.”

      “How did they know we were here?” Raj asked, looking to Frank for direction. “Did we trigger an alarm or warning?”

      “I don’t think so,” Frank said, running through his options. “We could run back through the gateway, but we came here to find answers and all we’ve done so far is pile on more questions. Sava, how’s the city aligned? I mean, are they friendly to outside races and Arilion Knights?”

      “You didn’t read the reports I left for you?” Sava raised her eyebrow with a growl. “I had Yur’l leave a drive at your door to be read last night before you fell asleep.”

      “Well, for argument’s sake,” Frank scratched the back of his head under Sava’s savage stare, “let’s just say I didn’t.”

      The sound of the traveling vehicles outside was so loud now it was beginning to become difficult to hear each other talk. Frank could practically feel Sava’s stare.

      “If you had read the report on the planet and the local populace, you would know that a large majority of the planet, including its major cities where we are now, are welcoming of visitors,” Sava repeated as if she were instructing a child. “As far as their receptiveness to the Arilion Order, your guess is as good as mine. Arilion are still only just beginning to reemerge in the universe.”

      “I’ll go out and talk to them,” Frank said, making up his mind on the matter. “I’m not leaving this planet without answers. Stay here until I give you the all-clear order.”

      “Be careful, Frank,” Raj said, peering out a dirt-stained window. “We’ll be here if you need us.”

      “It’s going to be OK. I’m just going to speak with them.” Frank squared his shoulders and headed for the doors. “If things get bad, head for the gateway. I’ll be right behind you.”

      The sounds of the vehicles coming to abrupt stops rippled through the air. The sirens were shut off now, though green and yellow lights flashed through the windows.

      Frank opened a double door in front of him and walked outside with his hands in the air. A maelstrom of activity greeted his appearance. There were no less than a dozen bulky vehicles unloading armor-clad Alf from their gull wing doors. The Chesaian vehicles resembled hovercrafts: absent of wheels, each vehicle rested on rubber bumpers on the ground. Their armored cabins sat behind three flat windshields and boasted crowns of their flashing green and yellow lights.

      The aliens wore black uniforms under light body armor. The weapons they carried were sleek blasters. At his appearance, shouting carried over the sounds of running feet.

      “Stop right there!”

      “Don’t come any closer!”

      “Hands in the air!”

      Frank couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at the last request. He looked up at his arms that were so straight over his head he felt like an orangutan doing a side to side walk.

      “They’re up. I can’t raise them any further,” Frank shouted back with a smile. “I’m not your enemy. My name is Major Frank Wolffe, I come from a planet called Earth in the Milky Way Galaxy.”

      More Alf ran still to get into position covering the building. Those who had their weapons trained on Frank looked to one another in confusion.

      Finally, a female Alf with a long, elegant neck, thick blue lashes, and subtle feminine curves with a ring on her right antler moved forward. She wore a long, tan sleeveless coat with a single collar over a button-up shirt neatly tucked into pants with tall boots that were practical yet with some added height. A weapon was leveled at Frank’s head. She meant serious business. “Put down your weapons.”

      “Oh, they’re vambraces not weapons—I mean, I guess they kind of are weapons but not in the traditional sense.” Frank kicked himself for sounding like an idiot. “I’m also an Arilion Knight. I’ll say it again: we are not your enemies and we mean you no harm.”

      At the words “Arilion Knight,” a mummer rippled through the gathered Alf. Some glared at him even harder while others lowered their weapons half an inch as they darted their eyes off Frank and to the ground.

      “You said ‘we’.” The female Alf showed no sign of taking it easy on Frank, even after he had conveyed he was an Arilion Knight. “How many of you are there?”

      At this point, Frank had two options: either he could lie, which didn’t exactly scream friendship, or he could tell them the truth and put all his cards on the table.

      Well, what’s it going to be, Franky? Frank asked himself as his shoulder muscles began to fatigue, having his hands still in the air as high as he could. How are you going to expect them to trust you if you’re not going to trust them?

      “My team is inside,” Frank said, choosing to be honest with the female Alf. “Two humans like myself and an Arilion Draconian.”

      Magnus yipped from inside the warehouse.

      “Oh, and a flying wolf puppy creature thing,” Frank added in a rush. “He’s called a Momo, a species from Brytanna.”

      “Tell them to come out with their hands in the air,” the female Alf ordered.

      “I will,” Frank said, trying to bridge the gap between being bossed around and move over to having a conversation they so desperately needed. “I’ll even have them surrender their weapons and we’ll go in with you. I’m just asking that you lower your own weapons and hear me out. What’s your name? I’ve already told you mine.”

      “My name is Captain Atla Alvain.” The female Alf eyed Frank sideways before giving her answer. “Why don’t I hear you out and then I’ll decide whether to lower my weapon or not?”

      “OK, fair enough; let’s just take it easy. Half of your men look like they’re a hairsbreadth away from squeezing their triggers.” Frank eyed the surrounding city protectorate unit. “My allies and I were attacked yesterday by an Alf wearing orange vambraces. He wounded many and crippled one of my friends. We tracked down his last known affiliation to the city protectorate. His name is Jarl Balder.”

      Murmurs rippled through those gathered. It was enough to wipe clean any doubt Frank had as to whether they were in the right place or not.

      “I’m going to have to call this in.” Captain Alvain slowly lowered her weapon. “Tell your people to come out and surrender their weapons. If everything is as you say it is, then we’re on the same side.”

      Captain Alvain disappeared for a moment into the inner cab of the vehicle she had just used for protection.

      Frank groaned as he slowly let down his arms, rolling his shoulders to work out the stiffness. He looked behind him into the building and spoke into his comm. “It’s clear to come out. Put down your weapons.”

      Raj came first, placing his weapon on the ground with a sheepish smile. That guy, with his smooth tan skin, big brown puppy eyes, and perfectly clean dark hair cut; no one could ever take him as a threat.

      Elly came next doing the same with her Momo in tow.

      Sava was last, emerging from the warehouse amongst the murmurs of wonder as the Alf in the city protectorate looked on with wide eyes full of curiosity.

      “They must not see very many Draconians around here,” Frank said out of the side of his mouth. “Don’t take it personally.”

      Sava ignored him, staring down the Alf who surrounded her.

      Atla appeared a moment later from the inside of one of the vehicles. She looked around at the gathered city protectorate that in turn looked to her for direction.

      “I just received the order to bring them in. Lower your weapons,” Atla commanded in a voice that held no room for argument.

      To her credit as a leader, nearly every single one of the gathered Alf obeyed. Frank breathed a sigh of relief. His shoulders carried the tension he felt in the moment.

      “I gave you an order, Corporal.” Atla directed a glare at a shorter more russet, less blue Alf who stood behind a heavy vehicle to Frank’s right. “Stand down.”

      “Captain, if these are them, if these are the Arilion Knights, where were they when we needed them?” The Alf sounded young. Past his armor and helmet, it was hard to tell. His voice was unsteady. “Where were they when we were fighting and dying when the Chaos scouting party came to our doorstep?”

      “I’m not going to ask you again.” Atla pointed her own blaster at the corporal. “Lower your weapon. That is an order from a superior officer. Do you understand me?”

      The city protectorate standing next to the young corporal placed a gloved hand on his comrade’s shoulder.

      “Yes—yes, Captain, I’m sorry, Captain.” The corporal slowly nodded and lowered his weapons. “I’m sorry.”

      A moment passed where a sneaking suspicion told Frank that more than one Alf surrounding him would have liked to do what the corporal had but knew better. It was clear to see that for as many protectorates that were eager to see the Arilion there were just as many ready to pass judgment on them.

      Atla holstered her blaster and made her way forward toward Frank and the rest of Marine Space Corps One. Her trench coat rustled behind her in the wind almost like a cape. She stopped and stood in front of the group, pausing a moment before giving Frank a not welcoming but not unfriendly nod.

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t give you a warmer welcome. We’re usually better mannered than this.” Atla paused, crossing her arms over her ample chest. “We received a call about a dead body, armed assailants, and a disturbance here at the old foundry. You can imagine we were expecting the worst; instead, we found you.”

      “Who gave you the call?” Elly asked, cocking her head to the side. “I mean, you said you got a report about a dead body and so on here. Who was it?”

      “It was an anonymous tip,” Atla said, taking Elly’s meaning. “Maybe not so anonymous right now. Maybe someone wanted us to get off on the wrong foot.”

      “I think so,” Sava growled as she arched her brow. “By the way, there is a sphere in there with the ability to open gateways to other worlds across the universe.”

      “Oh, oh, and a dead body. We should probably tell you about that too,” Elly chimed in.

      “We didn’t kill her.” Raj picked up the story despite Frank shaking his head and giving his teammates the cut it out sign with a straight hand across his throat. “Even if you don’t believe us, I’m certain an autopsy report will confirm she’s been dead a very long time.”

      “Is that so?” Atla turned back to Frank with a raised eyebrow. “Nothing but good news with you people.”

      “Lady,” Frank shook his head while scratching the back of his neck, “you have no idea.”
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      “Stop your growling,” Frank whispered to Sava from his seat inside the Alf vehicle beside her. “They let us keep our vambraces. If things go bad, we both know there’s no stopping us.”

      Sava didn’t look at Frank; she only nodded, staring down at the metal clamps Atla had used to handcuffed them before they entered a large utility vehicle. The gull doors came down, sounding a hiss as the hydraulics closed. Inside seemed fairly standard as far as vehicles went. It wasn’t until the motor started and they moved did Frank experience the Chesaian technology.

      The engines rumbled and Frank recognized the whirring sound as they lifted from the ground. Releasing a gradual burst of pulsing energy, the vehicle lifted, leaving only empty space beneath them. They hovered a few feet over the ground as they made their way with a convoy of city protectorates back to their headquarters.

      Frank and Sava sat in the middle row of the carrier, Raj, Elly, and the Momo behind them. In the front, an Alf driver manned the controls, sneaking peeks at Frank and the rest of Marine Space Corps One via a screen that acted as a rearview mirror.

      Atla rode shotgun, her long fingers touching a data pad.

      Frank reexamined the handcuffs holding him in check. They were two large manacles held together by a steel square connector piece. The handcuffs were heavy and firm without being overly tight.

      “That’s right, I want a full report done and get a team out to the foundry to catalogue everything,” Atla said as she pressed a hand to her right ear. “This one goes all the way up the chain. We can expect the government involved soon. Secure the sphere and don’t allow anyone nearby.”

      “I’m telling you the handcuffs aren’t necessary,” Frank repeated, looking out the vehicle’s darkened windows. “We can share knowledge. It’s better to have friends than enemies.”

      “I agree and I’ll take them off of you once we reach the city protectorate headquarters and you are secure,” Atla said, turning in her seat to get a look at the entire team. “You’ve come at a very delicate time for our city.”

      “How so?” Sava asked.

      Atla made a quick glance at the driver beside her and shook her antlered head. “You’ll be debriefed when you reach headquarters.”

      What did you step into now? Frank thought back to the young corporal who had kept his weapon aimed on Frank when he was first ordered to stand down. There was something going on here, even with the city protectorate. Who knows whose side Atla is on.

      Instead of more chatter, Frank kept his eyes open and mouth shut. It seemed the foundry where the gateway had led them was on the outskirts of this retro futuristic town. Their vehicle, sandwiched between two other large hovering units, made their way up a long, single-lane road to a city on the horizon.

      Blue-green overgrown grasses and foliage overlapped the boundaries of what appeared to have been tin homes and a couple of run down pit stops. Not a soul was in sight in this forgotten area of town. Soon the gravel and grass lane gave way to a paved road.

      Even from this distance, Frank could tell the city was massive. Buildings hundreds of stories tall rose into the sky, blocking out as much as they could of the clouds and twin suns.

      The buildings reminded Frank of the New York skyline; there were just more of them and they were brightly colored. No dull, tempered steel or prosaic concrete jungle here. Each building was a different shade of green, red, orange, or blue. The bright colors reminded Frank of the Alf’s skin tone. Most of the city protectorates’ skin was covered in a uniform or helmet besides Jarl and Atla. From what he had seen of the species, they too were a colorful race embracing the full spectrum of hues.

      As they approached the city, more and more hovering vehicles began to clog the road. These were much smaller, also with the gull wings of a DeLorean. Where first the road was one single lane heading toward the city, it seemed to open wider and wider with each passing kilometer they traveled.

      Soon they were part of a four, five, then six-lane highway heading into the city.

      “Let’s hit the lights and get to headquarters as quickly as possible,” Atla instructed her driver. “We don’t want to get caught out here if word gets out on who we have in the vehicle.”

      “Understood,” the driver said, sneaking another open-mouthed glance at Frank and Sava through the rearview mirror.

      “All units,” Atla said, touching the earpiece at the round hole on the right side of her face. “We’re going bright from here on out. Let’s get to headquarters ASAP.”

      Their driver hit a button on the flat panel console on his right a moment later. Emerald and duck yellow lights flared all around them as well as a low sound wave that sent a tremor through everything around it, warning anything and anyone of their approach.

      Frank could feel the vibration touch and leave him like the pulse of a siren.

      “There’s something so wrong here,” Elly said, leaning forward from her seat behind Frank and Sava. “I’ve seen enough of these movies and read enough of these books to tell.”

      “Son of a Congressional hearing, Frank.” Raj also leaned in, keeping his voice low. “They’re scared of something here and when the law is scared, that’s a bad spot to be in.”

      “We’ll be all right,” Frank instructed his team. “We get to their headquarters and we talk this thing out.”

      “Who are you and what have you done with Frank?” Elly teased. “I’m not complaining, but I’m surprised you’re putting up with all of this.”

      “You’re not wrong.” Frank took a deep sigh. Images of Heron lying in his bed, of Major Lopez flying out of the hangar bay doors into space, of so many others they had already lost flashed past his thoughts. “More blood may have to be spilled when we catch Jarl. For now, if we can save a few lives, I feel like we should.”

      “You have my vote.” Raj nodded, sinking back into his seat.

      Sava eyed Frank with her yellow and slit-pupiled eye.

      “What?” Frank asked, shaking his head. “I don’t have any more eggs.”

      Sava bared her pointed teeth at Frank.

      “Why are you snarling at me?” Frank shied away.

      “I was smiling.” Sava immediately erased the look on her lips and went back to her normal stoic glare.

      A few city blocks later, hovering vehicles of varying shapes and colors pulled to the side to allow the convoy to pass. Between the lights and the pulse that vibrated Frank from the inside out, the message to Alf civilians was clear.

      Massive buildings rose up, adding a darkness to the city streets that made Frank feel like he was in a canyon more than traversing a city. Fading city lights offered neon glows to the dark corners of the vibrant city superstructures. When their driver turned the final block, two things grabbed Frank’s attention at once.

      First, the protectorate headquarters looked like someone had air dropped a fortress in the middle of the city. Tall cement walls rose at least four stories into the air. The tops and edges of the walls were lined with a neon blue and emitted a light blue glow that Frank suspected was a force field but was not quite sure.

      Alf protectorates roamed the walls, carrying heavy blasters and wearing their own body armor. Unlike everything else in the city, the building lacked color and instead had been painted a dark greyscale.

      The second thing that held Frank’s gaze was the mob outside the protectorate’s headquarters. Hundreds of people lined the streets. The sidewalks were packed with compact vehicles sporting numbers or symbols on the side of their doors. Alf dressed in business wear and other more seemingly casual options crawled out and over each other like paparazzi.

      “What the hag is going on here?” Atla barked into her comm unit. “I want a secure path cleared to the courtyard now.”

      The blacked out utility vehicle at the head of their caravan came to a slow halt. Alf protectorates jumped from their hovering vehicles, beginning to clear a path through the oncoming horde of locals.

      “Hey, look they’re here!” someone shouted in the throng.

      Like a mass of zombies, the horde descended on them. There were dozens of Alf holding small semi-circular orbs he guessed were cameras at the end of what resembled selfie sticks. Others had sleek glasses with only one lens with tiny cameras affixed and used hand gestures to point and detail what was taking place.

      Another group mixed in with the reporters appeared to be nothing but onlookers who were there to gawk and see what was going to happen. Still more Alf citizens wore masks over the lower half of their faces. They carried signs Frank couldn’t read and shouted in anger.

      It was impossible to hear the mob at once, but as they ran to his vehicle, Frank began to make out certain individuals.

      “Tifta Tanth with Sidewinder News Media and Outlet,” a slender Alf with jewels at her throat shouted into her wireless lapel microphone. She ran up to the window where Atla sat. A heavyset Alf ran behind her carrying another black orb that captured stills of her interview. “We just want a statement. Are you harboring Arilion Knights and is it true these are the same Arilion Knights that refused us aid during the Chaos raid?”

      “They should be held accountable!” Shouts from the mob reached the inside of the vehicle.

      “I thought they were heroes!” Frank heard a man yell.

      “Will somebody think of the children???” a woman wailed in between the madness.

      Frank felt his own blood boil as the yelling grew in intensity.

      Hold it together, hold it together, give them a chance, Frank told himself. Just give them a chance.

      “I want this convoy moving now,” Atla shouted into her comm unit. “You move ahead and if they get in the way, then you arrest every single one of them.”

      The protectorate at the wheel nodded, slowly easing forward.

      Two giant gates leading into the courtyard around the headquarters slowly swung open. A squad of protectorates came out to assist in holding the mob in check.

      CRACK!

      A rock bounced off the window closest to Sava. The window’s material didn’t damage under the blow, though the sound made it seem as though it had been shattered.

      Purple energy glowed in Sava’s hands as she formed a heavy blade.

      Things are about to get crazy up in here, Frank thought to himself as images of Sava tearing the vehicle in half in her attempt to find whoever was hurling rocks at them touched his mind. Control the situation.

      Luckily for Frank, he didn’t have to; Atla was already on top of things.

      “All units, converge on the headquarters. We have a mob ready to break out into full riot mentality. I want arrests on anyone throwing projectiles,” Atla shouted, spurring the driver beside her on with an outstretched arm. “We’re coming into the courtyard hot. I want the doors closed right behind us.”

      The vehicle picked up speed, double-timing its crawl as more Alf protectorates moved to escort the vehicle inside. Fists from the rioters pounding at the windows, doors, and rear were soon stilled and moved back as the vehicle rolled forward, finally arriving inside the courtyard.

      With a loud clang, the giant doors to the courtyard swung shut behind them.

      “Who tipped them off?” Atla asked into her comm unit. She twisted in her seat. “They were prepared and waiting for us. Do you know anything about this?”

      Her eyes went wide as she took in the purple blade sitting on Sava’s lap.

      “We don’t know for sure who’s doing this, but we have a pretty good guess,” Frank redirected Atla’s attention back to him. “Get us out of these handcuffs and let us help.”
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      “Comfy... I’m not sure if it’s the cement walls or the reinforced windows, but you really know how to make someone feel at home.” Frank looked around the small office where the rest of Marine Space Corps One piled in along with Atla. “We need to start working together. Jarl is playing us like a fiddle right now. He’s orchestrated all of this.”

      “Yeah, did you see those news cameras? They were like selfie sticks. I don’t know; I just can’t get behind selfies,” Raj commented.

      “Have you ever taken one?” Elly asked.

      “Yeah, I did, but then I immediately felt kind of dumb,” he responded.

      Frank turned and eyed Elly, hoping she would sense that this was not the time or the place. No such luck.

      “But have you ever used like a selfie stick?” Elly continued.

      “No, I have really long arms,” the doctor answered with a smile.

      “Alright, enough.” Atla took a seat behind a metal desk. A holographic screen popped to life in front of her. She typed in a few commands before turning to Frank and the others.

      “The fact that you’re standing without handcuffs in my office should tell you something.” Atla cracked the knuckles on either of her four-fingered hands. A tired look came over her then, as if for a moment a mask had slipped. Just as fast as Frank saw her weariness, she hid it once more. “There’s a lot going on right here, more than meets the eye. Thanks for bearing with me. My force is divided and there are as many feelings about you as an adolescent female feeling for a male.”

      “You really work in here?” Frank looked around the plain office he had thought was an interrogation room at first. “This is depressing. You need to add some color or something.”

      “Frank.” Sava reeled him back in. She crossed her arms and looked down at Atla. “Continue.”

      “You have to understand.” Atla frowned, searching for the words. “It isn’t that you’re from another planet. We get visitors from other planets often enough, maybe not humans or Draconians, per se, but often enough that it’s not unheard of. What we have never gotten are Arilion Knights. A force of Chaos soldiers attacked our city when the Chaos Lord was trying to make a reemergence into our galaxy. Our city protectorate met them on the field of battle and we won at a cost that has been too much for this city to bear. The Alf you search for, Jarl Balder, was our highest trained city protectorate and a friend. He lost his family in that attack, and with them, his mind. He blames the Arilion Knights for not being here for us when we needed them the most. Others under my command feel the same way.”

      “And how do you feel?” Frank held Atla’s gaze, searching her eyes for any sign of lying in her words. So far, there was none. “What do you think of the Arilion Knights?”

      “I think you’re an army of two and an army of two can’t cover the entire universe.” Atla shrugged. “I lost a lot of good men in the attack and honest civilians, but we turned them back. The only ones I blame for the deaths of my people are the Chaos soldiers and the Lord of Chaos himself. We heard you—fed him to worms?”

      “It’s a long story, but yes, yes we did,” Raj piped up, accepting responsibility for the action. “It was a team effort.”

      “Back to Jarl,” Atla continued the conversation. “He took leave to get his mind right and mourn. He never came back. The Jarl Balder I knew died that day along with his family. He’s twisted now; anger has a hold on him like I’ve never seen, and believe you me, I’ve seen some pretty messed up stuff in my time with the city protectorate.”

      “And the vambraces?” Sava asked.

      “We followed the bodies Jarl left in his wake,” Atla said, shaking her head, remembering each life Jarl had taken in his blind rage. “He stole a substance from a precious metal shop and killed the owner. What he stole was called starbone. It’s a meteorite so rare the value of it is unknown. Trust me, I’ve looked into it. I thought he might have stolen the alloy for money. But no… Legend says starbone has the ability to hold and intensify emotion itself. Again, this is all old wives’ tales, but not so long ago. So were the stories of the Arilion Knights.”

      “So Jarl gets the starbone and then what?” Frank asked out loud, trying to figure out what had been his nemesis’ next step. “He forges the material into vambraces, and all of a sudden, he has the same power as the Arilion Knights?”

      “No, if it were that easy, there would be vambrace-wearing aliens all over the place,” Sava said as she tapped a black fingernail on her chin. “What about the symbol you recognized from the vambraces he wore? The same symbol etched into the mannequins we ran into as we traveled through the gateway.”

      “What symbol?” Atla looked from Frank to Sava. “What did you find?”

      “Do you have something I can write with?” Frank asked Atla.

      “Here.” The Alf captain rotated the holographic monitor on her desk for Frank to be able to see. “You can draw whatever you want on the screen with your finger. The technology will hold it on the screen until I choose to erase it.”

      Frank used the pointer finger on his right hand to trace the symbol he had seen. A J with another J above it and moved sideways. It almost looked like a calligraphy T except there was a space between the upper and lower portions.

      Atla pivoted the screen again so she could see the symbol. She furrowed her brow and shook her head. “I don’t recognize it, but I’ll put my team on it right away. Between this symbol and the crime scene we uncovered, we have more to go on than ever before.”

      “The sphere.” Sava asked about the key to opening the gateway. “The sphere has to be protected at all costs. If Jarl were to recapture it, he could move in between worlds as he pleased.”

      “Why would he have left it for us to begin with?” Elly asked out loud. All eyes in the room, even Magnus’, looked to her. “I mean, he set it up for us there, knowing that’s where we would go. He practically gave it to us. He orchestrated this meeting.”

      A silence filled the room. Frustration burned deep inside Frank. Ever since the beginning, they had been a step behind Jarl Balder. From when he ambushed Heron, to his battle with Frank, and now him setting up the trap for them on his home planet of Chesha.

      “We should call in for back up on this one,” Sava finally broke the silence. “Yur’l is as much a part of this as anyone else. His presence here could tip the scales in our favor. He is working on mastering his constructs, but that is a task we will all practice as Arilion until the day we meet our maker.”

      “Sava, get Yur’l and secure the sphere. Elly, report back to General Breaker; Raj, you’re with me. It’s time to start looking for Jarl.” Frank eyed his team. “He’s here in the city. He’s just playing with us, setting us up for something.”

      “And what should I be doing, Major Wolffe?” Atla cleared her throat and stood from her desk. “You know, since this is my headquarters and you are a guest in my city and all.”

      “Right. Sorry.” Frank kept his temper in check. More than anything, he wanted to get out and start searching the city, but he understood the sensitive situation they were in. “With your permission, Captain. And we would look to you on where to begin searching for him. We can coordinate with your team.”

      “Who is this guy?” Raj whispered into Elly’s ear.

      Atla slowly nodded. “Not everyone in the city or the protectorate thinks the Arilion Knights are villains in this story. A large portion of my protectorates would follow the Knights of ancient stories into a war itself. I’ll begin setting up a citywide search, though I’m afraid it will be in vain. Jarl knows this city as well as any of my men.”

      “Maybe that’s why he chose this to be his theater of operations,” Frank said. “That’s what I would have done. We should start where this all began for him, at the site of the battle with the Chaos force and at his home where he lost his family.”

      “Give me a few minutes to begin our own search,” Atla said, running a thin tongue over her top of her narrow mouth in thought. “It will put everyone at ease if they hear the news coming from me before they see you walking around without handcuffs.”

      “Understood.” Frank moved aside as Atla crossed the room and left out of the only door in her office.

      “So the rabbit hole goes further,” Elly said, taking off her glasses and rubbing her eyes. “Does anyone else get the feeling we’re the deer in the middle of a hunter’s crosshairs?”

      “If Jarl’s plan was to get us into a shootout with the city protectorate, he’s failed,” Raj speculated. “If that was his plan. Hey, is anyone else hungry? I feel like we’re skipping lunch time.”

      “Let’s focus.” Sava uncrossed her muscular reptilian arms. “We need to find Jarl and put him down. Yur’l is an advantage and so too is our new alliance with the Alf.”

      “We’re putting on a manhunt in a city we’ve never visited before with a search team we don’t know.” Frank shook his head, trying to find the silver lining. His stomach growled. “Maybe Raj is right, maybe we need to grab some food and think this over.”

      Before Sava could protest, the door to Atla’s office swung open and the captain reentered. A worried frown lined her face. “You’re going to want to come out and see this.”

      Frank exchanged confused looks with the rest of the group before obeying and following the captain out of her office. The city protectorate headquarters was one massive room leading to the front doors and smaller offices breaking off from the center room, forming a perimeter around the square room.

      Square metal tables and folding chairs lined a larger wall, with protectorates working on holographic displays, booking offenders, and speaking via their comm units, which were placed inside their ears.

      The room was full of more than two dozen protectorates as well as civilians who had come to the office for multiple reasons. A woman with a crying child, a wide-set man in the same steel cuffs, and a taller, lean man with paperwork were some of the locals keeping the place busy. Everyone was still, every throat silent as they stared at the monitors on the displays coming up from the desks. All the monitors were tuned to the same image, a black figure in front of a burnt orange background.

      It was clear that the figure was Alf by the eerie orange that illuminated his antlers. His entire body was dark minus the orange glow that came from the vambraces he wore on his forearms.

      “Most of you already know who I am,” the voice said. “For those of you who do not, my name is Jarl Balder and I am one of you. I battled and bled for my city until my family was murdered and I had nothing left to give. While we fought and died, those sworn to protect our universe did nothing. Sure, they will say they were fighting on other fronts, but what good does that do us? What good was that to our brothers and sisters, husbands and wives and…” There was a brief pause. “... and children that we buried?”

      Then there was a long pause. The Alf in the room looked over to Frank and the rest of his team; some out of the corners of their eyes, others out right. Just like Atla had shared, the expressions were a mix of anger, respect, fear, and admiration.

      “Well, I tell you this,” Jarl picked up his speech once more. “A Knight has not been chosen from our own ranks and I will not wait. I forged my own vambraces. I make my own destiny now. It starts with the purging of the Arilion Knights and a new order being built. One that equips every planet with a protector. I am your guardian now and I will be here when attacks threaten our people. Join me as we erase the second era of the Arilion Knights before it can begin anew. There are two of them in our city now. The city protectorate is holding them. I say true defenders of our city would not harbor these individuals. I say it’s up to us to end their so-called rule, now. Rise up, Alf! Rise up and help me dethrone these false prophets! Rise up and be the change we need. Rise up!”

      As Jarl’s voice grew in intensity, so too did his actions. With his last words, he raised his right hand into a fist and formed a long orange blade radiating with his powersource.

      The broadcast ended, changing each hologram screen back to the program, tracker, report, or memo the user had onscreen before the interruption.

      Next, a massive blow struck the outside of the building, so intense the floor shook under Frank’s boots and rattled his teeth.

      Here we go again, Frank had time to think to himself before the screaming started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The lights flickered on and off inside the building. Shouts and screams came from the Alf protectorates and the civilians inside the room alike.

      Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat

      The sounds of weapons fire Frank was all too familiar with echoed into the building from somewhere outside.

      “I want a report now,” Atla demanded into her comm. “What’s happening out there?”

      Frank looked over to Sava.

      “We’ve stayed out of this fight for long enough,” Sava said, returning Frank’s stare. “It’s time to do what we came here to do.”

      Frank called his purple armor around his body from his boots to his helmet, which sported a T-shaped visor. In his hands, he chose to bring up a long riot shield for the moment until he had a better reading on what they were up against.

      “They were bringing in the sphere to put in the armory when it was activated in the middle of the courtyard,” Atla shouted over the incoming echoes of fire. “We have extremists following Jarl pouring out of the gate. I don’t know where they’re accessing it from.”

      “Probably somewhere off planet,” Frank yelled back over the sounds of fighting coming from outside. He motioned to Elly and Raj behind him. “We’re going to go stop them. My people need their weapons back.”

      Atla hesitated for the briefest of moments before nodding. She looked at Raj and Elly. “Come with me.”

      “We’ll be out there to join you in a second,” Elly shouted, getting that crazy gleam in her eye. “Oohrah!”

      “Oohrah!” Frank pounded his chest and roared in return. He glanced over to Sava, who wore a force field around her. A sword in her right hand shone with a wicked purple light. It wasn’t her normal weapon, but she had been practicing with other constructs since she had seen the Neeve fight against the Chaos Lord’s soldiers.

      Frank and Sava stalked through the main floor of the city protectorate shoulder to shoulder. Chesaian officers and locals scrambled to get out of their way. No one moved to offer a word of warning or to try to stop them. It seemed whether they were supported by those in attendance or not, everyone in the building was grateful to have them on their side.

      In front of them, a set of wide double doors led outside to the courtyard and the fighting taking place beyond. Each door had a square window set in the upper half of the barrier.

      Frank could only catch glimpses of the fight outside, but what he did see didn’t give him the warm and fuzzies inside. The sphere was projecting a gateway in the middle of a ripped utility vehicle. From the gateway, masked Alf were pouring through. They were armed to the teeth with laser-powered weapons.

      The city protectorate on guard in the courtyard were doing their best to try to contain the enemies pouring out, but they were fighting a losing battle. More and more armed Alf poured through, some returning fire on the Alf protectorates in the courtyard while others ran to the courtyard gates and began opening them for another larger force outside.

      “I’ll take care of the gates,” Frank told Sava as they ran for the doors. Instead of his square riot shield, he chose a baseball bat. Not just any baseball bat: a Louisville slugger. “You see how many lives you can save. We need as many protectorates on our side as possible.”

      “Understood.” Sava transitioned her weapon back into a Draconian blaster. She had just enough time to perform the act before the two Arilion slammed into the doors and out into the mayhem beyond.

      The inside of the courtyard was a simple gravel parking area thirty meters by thirty meters that also ran alongside the right and left of the main building. The outer wall was four stories tall with a catwalk that ran around the inside.

      The protectorates wearing their dark armor took cover wherever they could: behind vehicles, around the catwalk railing, or simply on a knee returning fire. Blaster rounds filled the air and pinged off Frank’s constructed armor as soon as he showed his face.

      The enemy Alf were dressed in their own battle armor with orange highlights and the same two J emblems Frank had seen on Jarl’s vambraces painted on their chests.

      Frank raced to the courtyard gate but didn’t pass on opportunities to use his bat when they came.

      CRACK!

      Frank slammed his bat into the helmet of a terrorist to his right. The Alf crumpled in on himself like waving inflatable tube man with the air taken right out of him.

      CRACK! CRACK!

      Frank took another soldier at the knees who tried to swing at his head with the butt of his rifle. Another terrorist’s arm broke under Frank’s placement of his bat on his upper arm.

      There were four masked assailants at the courtyard gates. They had already succeeded in unlocking the massive steel doors. Now the doors were beginning to swing open as others helped push from the outside.

      Frank was among the four Alf on his side of the gate the next instant. He swung for the fences, connecting with heads, ribs, and knee caps. Every time he landed a blow, bones were cracked.

      The power he channeled as an Arilion burned bright inside of him. Every time he saw the orange symbol the terrorists wore, he was reminded of who was really behind the attack. Jarl was brave enough to show up behind a screen but not brave enough to do the fighting and dying for himself.

      In as many seconds, the four Alf on his side of the courtyard gate were dispatched. But the few seconds were enough for the invading forces on the opposite side to swing the doors open and rush inside.

      Frank got a brief view of citizens and news crews running for cover beyond the incoming group of orange armored Alf. This group of twelve enemies was different and Frank understood what made them so with a single glance. Each one of them carried a much heavier weapon than the blaster their counterparts did on the inside of the gate.

      Frank wasn’t exactly familiar with all the weapons they held, but he knew a rocket launcher when he saw one. At least two of the incoming Alf carried the large tubes on their shoulders.

      “I’ve got to shut down the sphere; they keep coming through,” Sava screamed over the comms.

      “Roger that!” Frank rolled to his right as one of his oncoming enemies took a knee and fired the tube-like weapon in his direction. A black laser beam scorched the air where he had been a moment before.

      Frank wasn’t sure if the weapon could penetrate his purple constructed armor and he wasn’t going to take a chance. When he came up from his roll, he carried his trusty Reckoner T9. The gauss-powered electromagnetic handgun roared to life in his hand as he sent two rounds into the Alf who had fired on him.

      BAM! BAM!

      His aim was on target. One of the antlers on the Alf shattered at the base where it met his skull. Frank’s other round went through his bright blue left eye.

      The new unit of Alf terrorists that had just entered the courtyard targeted Frank with their hefty unfamiliar weapons and opened fire.

      A variety of rounds hit him, including another laser beam, a few explosive rounds that felt like a heavyweight boxer was taking body shots to him, and an electric net. The square net opened as it flew through the air, wrapping around him. It sizzled blue as the electric current ran over it and Frank’s body. It felt like being wrapped in an uncomfortable hug by a wide, rough carpet.

      Fiery numbness spread around Frank as his arms were forced to his side. He sank to his knees under the onslaught of weapons fire.

      Past the pain that raced down his hair to his toenails, Frank held on to his Will to continue on. More blaster fire buffeted him from side to side as the black laser beam hammered into his head, causing stars to explode past his vision. Unquelled, a flashback darted across his thoughts. He was a poor kid of twelve again, wearing clothes a size too small for him. Bullies forced him to his knees, jeering at him to get back up. Every time he tried, they shoved him back into the dirt.

      Not yet! Frank screamed in his own mind. You’re not close to being done yet. Come on, I can take it! I can take it!

      Frank tried rising to his feet, but the net had him wrapped tight from his boots to his helmet like a massive tortilla and he was the inside of a burrito.

      Then the strangest thing happened. And that was saying a lot since there were antlered aliens running around trying to kill him with electric net guns. A flying fur ball streaked through the sky, attacking the Alf with the ebony laser cannon on his shoulder. Magnus tore at the Alf’s face with fangs and claws. The tiny fur ball was a force of nature as it growled and barked as if he were a creature three times his size.

      With the arrival of Magnus came the rest of Marine Space Corps One. Atla also joined the fight in the courtyard, leading the rest of the city protectorates from the inside of the headquarters.

      “Get some!” Elly screamed, giving into her blood lust as she and Raj fired their weapons into the terrorist ranks. The two made their way to Frank’s side. “Oohrah!”

      “I’m never going to get used to how crazy she gets when we get into a fight,” Raj said, taking a knee next to Frank. He took a Ka-Bar from his boot and worked it through the nets, holding Frank in check. “You with me, brother?”

      “I’m not out of this fight yet.” Frank wobbled on his feet, still feeling the effects of the electricity running through his body. “It’s time to get medieval up in here.”

      Frank placed his hands together, using the opportunity to perform a move he’d been thinking of ever since he saw a crane take out a building on the Discovery Channel. His hands gripped a thick, ultraviolet chain that ended in a brilliant construct of a wrecking ball as large as his own body.

      “What the French toast…?”

      “Cover me,” Frank ordered before Elly could finish her thought. “I need to get some momentum going.”

      “You son of a nutcracker, you’re crazy, but I like it!” Raj shouted as he sent another hail of rounds into the attacking Alf. “There’s the Frank we know and love!”

      Frank didn’t use the rest of his energy to talk. He was already running forward. He passed the ball section of his giant wrecking ball, allowing the chain to trail behind him as he ran forward. The incoming weapons were still pounding at his body, but Magnus had taken out the last rocket and Elly and Raj had eliminated the two net gun wielders from the fight as well.

      “Raaaa!” Frank used all of his forward momentum to lift the wrecking ball off the ground. One second the chain went taut, the next he was skidding over the ground as the massive ball lifted from the floor. It arced from right to left, lifting off the ground only a few feet. It broke the bodies of five of the Alf terrorists wearing Jarl’s mysterious orange symbol.

      Frank grunted as he continued the circular movement over his head, ready to bring the ball around for another pass. The few remaining Alf carrying the heavy weapons in front of him broke in the face of the Arilion Knight. Panicking, they tried to retreat back through the courtyard doors. They met Elly’s and Raj’s weapons instead.

      Frank relaxed his hold on his construct, allowing it to dissipate. His lungs burned from the exertion. For the time, it seemed everything would be all right.

      “Frank!” Sava yelled as she made her way to the gateway, firing her weapon inside the projected arch. “There are still more coming. Shut it down!”
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      “On it!” Frank yelled back. As much as he’d kill for a cherry Pepsi at the moment and his favorite Netflix show, he had a job to do.

      The courtyard was littered with bodies, both of the terrorist unit and that of city protectorates. Frank sprinted to the orb as weapons fire peppered the ground all around him.

      His violet-constructed armor held under the onslaught as rounds bounced off the defenses that were powered by his Will. The sphere hovered above the ground in front of him. The light humming sound the sphere made was masked under the constant sound of weapons being discharged in the battle taking place in every corner of the courtyard.

      BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

      Alright, you know how to do this, you know how to do this, Frank repeated to himself as he studied the golden sphere that created the gateway. The truth was he had no idea how to turn on or off the sphere. He had always run into the gateway never having actually been the one to create it. Come on; you can create wrecking balls with your Will and imagination; you can turn off a glowing basketball.

      In front of Frank, the seven rotating bands that made up the sphere were locked on to a specific coordinate. The symbols shone as if they were on fire. Frank reached out to try to turn one of the seven dials to a different emblem, hoping that would break the specific coordinates that were locked on. The dial turned with a click, but the gateway in front of Frank was still as alive as ever.

      “What are you doing over there?” Sava howled as she grabbed an incoming Alf terrorist by the throat at the same time kicking out with her right foot to strike another in the center of his chest as he came through the mist.

      “Give me a second,” Frank yelled back, turning dials like a maniac. After a moment of frustration, he constructed a sledgehammer in his arms. He lifted it over his head, poised to strike. “Oh, screw it.”

      “Frank, don’t you dare!” Elly shouted over her comms. She ran up beside him a moment later. She pulled apart the top and bottom of the sphere. The two bowl-shaped parts opened, and at once, the gateway disappeared. She looked up at Frank with the eyes of a reproachful parent. “I’m just going to pretend I didn’t see you about to sledgehammer a priceless ancient alien relic capable of intergalactic travel.”

      “Well, when you say it like that, it sounds bad.” Frank grinned, allowing his sledgehammer to deconstruct and disappear.

      All around the courtyard, the terrorist faction was surrendering. It seemed as soon as they saw their hope of both reinforcements and escape vanish, their fighting spirit went with it.

      As the sounds of weapons being discharged died, the cries of the wounded filled the air. It was an eerie sound Frank had heard before. One minute explosions and rounds filled the air, shattering all sense of peace. Next moans and screams of the dead and dying filled the void. Not quite as eardrum-shattering, though just as unsettling.

      “Raj,” Frank said into his comms, already looking for the medic.

      “I’m on it,” Raj responded. “I’ll do everything I can, but we can use some support and extra supplies.”

      Frank examined the courtyard once more and understood exactly what his friend meant. There were more than a dozen bodies lying still with twice that many wounded or still in shock from the events that had just taken place.

      “Copy that.” Frank scanned the courtyard again and found Atla kneeling next to one of her own injured men, trying to stanch the flow of blood to a wound on his sternum that bled like water from a leaking pipe. “I’m on it.”

      Frank jogged over to the captain of the Alf protectorates. He knelt on the gravel ground next to her.

      “Get pressure on this and call into the other field offices and request all the medical support available in the city,” Atla ordered one of the young Alf protectorates who stood in front of her, stunned. It was the same one who had hesitated in lowering his weapon from Frank. “Listen to me! Go!”

      “Yes, yes, ma’am.” The young Alf stumbled backwards, then ran to obey.

      Atla tore off the brown trench coat she wore, using the cloth to stanch the flow of blood on the wounded Alf she was working on. Her hands were already covered in his thick, lime-green blood.

      “Stay with me, Tarnu,” she spoke gently to the Alf. “We’re going to get you home to your wife and those babies. You fight right now. This is the most important battle of our life. You fight for them, do you understand me? That’s not a request, protectorate, fight!”

      The tenderness while at the same time the ferocity in which Atla spoke was one Frank had never heard before.

      “We can help,” Frank said gently. “Let me open a gateway to my planet and we’ll send medical supplies and aid. Trust me and let us help.”

      “Do it,” Atla said with the same mix of fervor in her voice.

      Frank jumped to his feet and nodded over to Elly as he spoke the command into his comms. “We’re a go; create the portal and contact the Den.”

      “Roger that,” Elly said, already turning the dials on the sphere to the combination that would project a gateway to Earth. “Stand back, gateway coming online in three, two...”

      The golden sphere hummed to life again, hovering in front of Elly. A light shot from the sphere creating a golden archway that misted with multi-colored light.

      “Gateway is up and comm link open,” Elly reported.

      “Den, this is Marine Space Corps One, come in,” Frank said, pausing for a response on the other end of the line.

      “Marine Space Corps One, this is the Den,” an operator answered. “We’re reading you loud and clear.”

      “Frank—Major Wolffe for General Breaker,” Frank said, reminding himself of his new rank. “It’s urgent.”

      “Copy that, requesting the general now,” the operator answered.

      Frank understood they were only seconds that ticked by as he waited to hear the general’s familiar voice, but each tick of the clock seemed to be the difference between life and death for the beings now scattered about the compound.

      Elly had abandoned her stance at the sphere to help Raj as he cared for the wounded Alf. Even Sava, the brutal Draconian warrior, sat with an Alf protectorate, wrapping a sling around his left arm.

      Anger once again burned in Frank’s heart.

      All of this for what? Frank thought to himself as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. So much pain and death for the delusions of a soldier fighting the wrong battle.

      “Frank, this is General Breaker.” The general’s familiar hard-edged voice came through the comms while Frank was just about to move to assist the wounded. “How come you haven’t reported in? We lost comms with you a few hours ago. I was going to assemble Marine Space Corps Two to go and find you.”

      “We made contact with the Alf and were attacked by Jarl and the forces he managed to assemble.” Frank saved the gritty details for later. He was sure a blow by blow would be required, except the wounded needed help post haste. “We are whole, but the Alf allies we were fighting side by side with have suffered injuries. I’m requesting medical support and a squad of Marines probably wouldn’t hurt either.”

      “Understood. We’re mobilizing now,” General Breaker answered back. “Is Jarl there on the planet?”

      “Everything points to that as an affirmative, sir,” Frank answered. As if it were an afterthought, he added, “Perhaps bringing Yur’l as backup now wouldn’t be a bad idea. I know he’s far from trained. Still, we could use any edge we can get at this point.”

      “Copy that. I’ll have him mobilized as well,” General Breaker answered. “If you require additional support, let me know. We need to catch this guy, Frank. He’s attacked our allies. If we don’t deal with this decisively, we’ll leave ourselves open to God knows what kinds of other attacks. We have an entire universe of danger to think about now.”

      “Yes, sir,” Frank said, forced to remember Heron again and how close Vega had been to the attack. “We’ll get him.”

      “Good,” General Breaker said. “I’ll have reinforcements to you as soon as possible.”

      “Thank you,” Frank answered, hearing the comm unit click.

      The next few minutes Frank spent feeling useless. He followed Raj’s direction to a T, but he had no idea what he was doing, trying to stem the flow of blood from the body of an alien.

      He wrapped tourniquets to quell the bleeding. He held the hands of Alf just as hard as they squeezed his own in pain, their crazy light blue eyes tearing in pain and fear looking to him for answers. He had none for them.

      For what? Frank thought again.

      It wasn’t until Frank was kneeling over a heavy-set Alf in the right-hand corner of the courtyard that he truly understood his position on the planet of Chesha. The Alf was large with a cheerful round face, perhaps tall-tale of how much he enjoyed the taste of food. His helmet was removed, a wound on his right thigh hidden by his gloved hands as he tried to stop his own bleeding.

      Frank skidded to a halt beside him, trying to assess the severity of the wound despite it being hidden by the hefty Alf.

      “Let me see what you have going on here, partner.” Frank held the same healing tool Raj had used on him the previous day in the Neeve forest. Although he had never used one himself, he understood the idea. It was going to hurt like hell, yet it would close a wound and stop any bleeding or sign of infection.

      The Alf didn’t move his hands. His blue eyes full of angst told something else. He heaved a sigh, shaking his antler-horned head from side to side. “It was easier to believe you didn’t care about us.”

      “What are you talking about?” Frank sat back on his haunches, trying to figure out what the Alf was getting at. He raised two fingers in front of the Alf’s face. “How many fingers am I holding up? Anything lower than twenty is fine.”

      “I have my wits about me.” The Alf winced in agony. “I was almost convinced by Jarl Balder that the Arilion Knights abandoned our city. It’s easy to point fingers instead of taking responsibility for yourself. I could almost hate you when you showed up. But now, after what you’ve done here. After what you’re doing, well, you’re making it hard on me.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not exactly known for my easy going nature.” Frank gently lifted the Alf’s hands off the wound he was holding closed on his leg. “Let’s get you patched up, brother.”

      The wound on the Alf’s leg was twice as wide as he had estimated. A sizable chunk of meat had been taken out of the inner thigh. A pool of lime-green blood soaked his pants, gloves that had been holding it shut, and the gravel rocks below.

      “Your face isn’t exactly reassuring.” The Alf protectorate laughed, a deep barking thing. The act abruptly stopped as a new wave of pain crossed his red face. The hue that covered his colorful face paled as he dealt with the pain. “Is this the part where you tell me it’s not going to hurt at all and reassure me everything is going to be all right?”

      “I’m not that kind of girl.” Frank removed the Ka-Bar he always wore at his side and offered the blade handle first to the Alf. “It helps if you bite down on something. Trust me, I’ve been there plenty of times myself.”

      The Alf swallowed hard before accepting the blade and bit down on the dark handle of the knife.

      “Stay with me; this is the first time I’ve done this.” Frank leaned in with the tool. “And that’s not a joke.”

      “Whath dith you say?” The Alf tried speaking around the blade. His eyes were alert at once.
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      Frank stood up, examining his handiwork. It didn’t look half bad. There was a deep scar that now stood in the place of where the wound had been minutes before. It was an angry scarlet red, but at least the bleeding had stopped.

      The Alf had spit out the knife. Exhaustion etched into his face. He looked at Frank with a death threat mixed with a sigh of thankfulness. “You’re all right, Arilion. If I’m honest with myself, you’re all right.”

      “Are we having an interspecies bonding moment?”

      Before the Alf could answer, more shouts and voices filled the air around the courtyard. A unit of Marine corpsmen appeared through the gateway, already taking their cues from the wounded around the area and getting to work.

      Yur’l strode from the gateway next, his white and greying feathers smoothed around his body, the calm and seasoned coloration a contrast to the bold, energetic black and purple Arilion uniform. Only he and Sava donned the purple and black.

      He caught Frank’s eye and trotted over to Frank.

      “What can I do to help?” Yur’l looked around, ready to jump into action. “I don’t have experience stitching wounds or applying bandages, but I’ll do whatever I can. I’m a quick learner.”

      “I know you will.” Frank wiped sweat from his own forehead. “But the wounded are being taken care of by the professionals now. It’s time for us to go hunting. Ready or not, Yur’l, it’s time.”

      The elderly Gleason bobbed his bright orange beak up and down. “I understand. Whatever power lies in me, I’m willing to help.”

      “You pair ready to go on the offensive?” Atla asked, sidling up to the two Arilion. “I’ve had enough of this. Jarl wants to attack us with his followers while he stays hidden in the shadows? I don’t think so. It’s time to hunt down this scumbag.”

      The words she used, even the tone of voice coming from the captain, was different. She had never spoken about Jarl with much affection; still, this was straight contempt. Frank liked it. It was exactly how he felt at the moment.

      “He’s here in the city. I can feel it,” Sava said, joining the trio. “The same way I can tap into the Will, I can feel something uneasy about this city.”

      “You mean the same way you sensed me?” Yur’l asked as he adjusted the vambraces on his forearms he was still getting used to. “You can also sense another?”

      “The force is strong with this one,” Frank said as if he expected everyone to understand the reference. Three pairs of alien eyes turned to him for an explanation. “It’s from a movie—it’s—well, you see it’s kinda like—oh, never mind. Sava, can you sense where in the city Jarl is?”

      The Draconian concentrated for a moment. She closed her eye not covered by the eye patch. She was still for a moment as if she had fallen asleep on her feet. From the short pair of horns that came from her head to her scaled skin and black taloned hands and feet, she was a reptilian statue.

      “I cannot,” she finally answered, opening her eye. “I can only sense a dark force growing near us. The best idea would be to split up and search the city.”

      “That’s exactly what he’ll want,” Frank said, shaking his head. “No, we get answers as to what this symbol is he put on the mannequins and on his followers’ armor. We start there and that will lead us to him. Atla, where do you find someone in your city who would have knowledge of what this Alf symbol is?”

      Atla scrunched her brow deep in thought. She ran her narrow tongue over the inside of her mouth again. “We could go one of two ways: a professor of iconology and symbology or a back alley informant who might know who or what is dealing in symbols such as this.” She stopped and shook her head. “Scratch that. Jarl killed our informant who would have known about this.”

      “Looks like we’re going back to school,” Frank said to the others. “Atla, if it’s alright with you, the sooner we go, the better.”

      “Agreed.” Atla motioned a protectorate officer to her side and began giving him orders as to what to do in her absence. “I want the city locked down. The wounded are our first priority, but after that is the city. No one comes in or out of the headquarters. And I mean no one. Now is not the time for us to show leniency of any kind. We provide a solid front to the civilian population.”

      “Understood, Captain.” The officer hesitated. “What do we do about the crowd outside and the reporters?”

      The events of the conflict had been so loud Frank had completely forgotten about the hubbub outside of the headquarters. The mob that had gathered must have run at the sounds of a fight, but they would be back soon if they weren’t reassembling already. They would be brave now that the fighting was over, carrying their signs and pickets.

      Chants demoralizing the Arilion would begin again soon despite the fact that Frank and Sava had just put their lives on the line to protect these same people.

      Story of every world, I guess, Frank thought to himself. The few put themselves in danger for the many. In return, the many decide they get to judge the few.

      Atla finished speaking with her subordinate, pointing over to the left side of the courtyard where a hulking ebony armored transport still stood. Out of the dozen or so vehicles inside the courtyard, half had been struck with the heavy duty weapons and were damaged to the extent they would not be able to be used.

      The other half of the vehicles had managed to repel the blaster fire in the courtyard and get away with scorch marks or chips in the windows.

      “Gather the people you want to take and I’ll meet you by that vehicle in five,” Atla said, jogging off to give more orders in her absence.

      “What’s the plan?” Elly asked, joining the three Arilion Knights. Magnus trotted by her side. The Momo didn’t look the worse for wear.

      Raj joined the group a moment later, extending his hand to regain the tool Frank had used to mend the Alf’s wounds.

      “I think you should stay here and help,” Frank said to Raj. “As much as I want you with me, you can do more good right now, right here.”

      “I get that,” Raj said, looking around the courtyard that now more so resembled a triage station than a staging ground. “I’ll be on the comms if you need me. Watch your backs out there. I have a bad feeling about what Jarl has planned for us next. And I won’t be there to patch you up, so Frank, no cray cray moves. Did I use that right, Elly?”

      “Sure did, doc!” She patted him on the back.

      “I think we all do,” Frank agreed with his friend. “You too. We’ll be back as soon as we can. Keep the sphere open and connected with the Den so there are no more surprises. Jarl would be an idiot to attack us here now with the extra help General Breaker sent.”

      The Momo barked and turned in a circle, eyeing Frank with a raised brow.

      Elly sucked in her breath, surprised. “Magnus, why would you say something like that? That’s way over the top, young man.”

      Magnus barked again, looking at Frank.

      “Do I want to know?” Frank asked.

      “He says, and I’m going to edit this. He said you’re welcome for having your back out there. He could have taken a round in one of his wings,” Elly translated for Magnus. “Sorry, I think he’s still a little feral. Instinct kicking in and all that.”

      “No, he’s right,” Frank said, crouching down and opening his arms for Magnus to approach. “Come over here, you weird little wolf puppy, winged creature thing.”

      Magnus trotted over, allowing Frank to ruffle his ears.

      “Thanks for having my back out there, little brother,” Frank said half teasing, half serious. “Looking forward to returning the favor.”

      “With Jarl as unpredictable as ever, perhaps it would be better if Magnus and I followed from above,” Sava suggested. “We can have eyes in the sky and follow far enough overhead that we are not noticed by the civilians on the ground.”

      Frank stood up, nodding along with Sava’s words. “It can’t be bad. We get to the professor Atla is talking about. We figure out what this symbol is that Jarl is putting everywhere and we find him.”

      “Copy that,” Elly said. She looked over to Magnus, who had lifted his rear right leg up and began to urinate on Yur’l’s leg. “Magnus, no! What did we talk about? People aren’t to be peed on.”

      “Oh my.” Yur’l moved to the side, shaking off his wet limb. “I thought the sun was warming my leg.”

      “Alright.” Atla rejoined the group. She had on a new tan coat that traveled to her boots. A navy armor vest covered her torso. Along with the handgun that hung on her right hip, she carried a long blaster with three barrels. “If we’re done peeing on each other out here, we’re ready to go.”

      As discussed previously, Sava and Magnus took to the air above while Frank, Atla, Yur’l, and Elly rode in the hovering personnel rig. When they exited the courtyard, the reporters and civilians who had amassed outside the protectorate headquarters were still working up their nerve to return after the battle.

      A handful of the bravest or stupidest protesters and reporters ran after their vehicle, shouting things that Frank understood they meant as hate but just sounded funny in his ears. There was clearly a breakdown in his translation unit when trying to figure out the Alf method of cursing.

      “We don’t want your Arilion kind here, you high heel runners!” one of the Alf screamed.

      “Go back where you came from, dead butts!” another voice echoed.

      Atla took them deep into the city where a normal flow of traffic had not taken up yet. The suns were beginning to set now as Frank’s stomach rumbled. He sat in the front passenger seat next to Atla, looking out the window on the alien planet and the world that paralleled his own in so many ways.

      For as many ways as their worlds were the same, they were different. Here on Chesha, the vehicles hovered instead of rode on wheels, the people were thinner, longer, and generally more lean compared to humans, and had antlers on their heads. Aside from the bright colors of their buildings, they built structures similar to Earth. Metal domiciles lined up to create city blocks with windows to see out into the city. Each structure provided plenty of space for working or living. Their city infrastructure was comparable as well with streets divided by lanes forming blocks. Parts of it seemed reminiscent of years past and other aspects possible future outcomes for Earth.

      “Would anyone like a snack?” Yur’l asked from his seat behind Frank and next to Elly. “I assumed we’d need sustenance on the trip, so I took the liberty of grabbing a pack before we left.”

      “You’re amazing,” Elly said to Yur’l. “I’m starving. I officially title you the team mom.”

      “I don’t know what a team mom is, but since I’m a male, I don’t think I’d be able to fulfill this role adequately,” Yur’l said in all seriousness as he passed out protein bars and water. “Frank?”

      “Yeah, thank you. I could eat a whole turkey right now,” Frank said, immediately regretting his choice of words. Mentioning consuming any kind of fowl in the presence of the beaked Gleason probably wasn’t the best idea.

      “Why would you do that?” Yur’l asked, disgusted and wounded. “Turkeys are my cousins.”

      The rugged multi-passenger vehicle quieted as Frank looked back to Yur’l. He worked his jaw without any words actually coming out.

      “It’s a joke.” Yur’l winked at Frank as he tossed him a brown-wrapped protein bar and a bottle of water. “Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I can’t be funny.”
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      The sun had disappeared behind the tall city buildings when Atla finally came to a halt in front of a stone structure that looked more like a museum from Rome than any kind of structure on an alien planet. At least, not this brightly hued planet. The building’s plain white color and columns in the front set it apart from the rest of the city like day from night.

      A gravel path led up to the front of the building and plant beds of teal and aqua native greenery created mazes of geometric patterns along the wide landscape. Star-shaped yellow flowers popped up here and there while tiny translucent bulbs seemed to float like dandelions in a still breeze. They waved above the shrubbery attached by thin aqua vines.

      Sudden movement to their peripheral right caught the team off guard. When Frank turned to face the figure outside the window, he was met by a procession of lightning bugs swirling in the dusk before diving back into the cover of the bush. He had to shake himself up and force himself to focus. It’s just some bugs, man.

      “There’s a professor here by the name of Kal Laggis who has helped us with cases in the past,” Atla explained as she checked the area around her for any sign of danger before she exited the vehicle. “He’s an expert in linguistics and iconology, including ancient runes. He splits his time between the museum here and the university in the center of town.”

      Frank listened to all of this as he too studied the quiet street in front and behind them. There were a few nonthreatening vehicles that passed in the growing darkness; just a woman and child talking to one another in one and an aged Alf holding the wheel with both fists, drawing forward to concentrate on the road. Two citizens walked down the sidewalk in a brisk pace away from them on the opposite side of the street.

      “Sava,” Frank opened up the comm channel between the two Arilion, “from our vantage point, all looks clear.”

      “Understood. Magnus and I have not been able to pick up anything from above either. However, the feeling of unease has not subsided in the least; on the contrary, it has only grown inside me,” Sava reported. “Look to your left and above the building you will be entering.”

      Frank followed Sava’s directions, glancing across the street to where the museum building’s roof came to a point. Sava stood atop with her purple vambraces glowing in the night like two beacons of hope in time of turbulence.

      “As much as I’d like to have you in there with me getting these answers,” Frank said, “I think it’s best we have eyes outside in case Jarl tries anything.”

      “I concur,” Sava answered. In the dark, Frank could see her take to the sky again. “It would make sense that we have our most powerful asset outside to make first contact with Jarl if he tries anything again.”

      “I think you mean second most powerful,” Frank corrected Sava. “But I knew what you meant. It’s all good.”

      “No, I meant I am more powerful than you still,” Sava said without a hint of humor in her voice. “You can’t even fly yet.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe if I had more time to train, I could get it down—”

      “You float like a newborn bubble without the aid of the breeze,” Sava interrupted Frank. “It’s humiliating.”

      Yur’l squawked laughter, instantly covering his beak with both his hands.

      Frank turned to glare at him as he answered Sava back. “Alright, we can talk about which one of us had to be scooped out of space because they were floating around unconscious.”

      “That was because I had destroyed an entire Chaos warship on my—”

      “What’s that?” It was Frank’s turn to interrupt as he made the static sound with his mouth over the comms.

      Atla turned to Elly with a questioning look. “Is it always like this?”

      “Always.” Elly shrugged. “Actually, this is pretty tame. Usually, we’re talking like this while battling leviathans or someone’s getting knocked unconscious, usually Frank.”

      “Come on, coast looks clear. Let’s get on with this,” Frank said. Ignoring Elly’s last comment, he reached for the handle on his door. “Keep your eyes open; Jarl’s a terrorist. He’s not above anything for his cause.”

      “Roger that,” Elly answered.

      Frank exited the vehicle, taking the lead as the foursome walked from their parked car, across the street, and up the long steps of the museum. The last visitors were just being ushered outside by a particularly short Alf with spectacles so thick they made his eyes look twice as large as they actually were.

      The museum’s last occupants looked at Frank and Yur’l with dropped jaws. Their eyes went from their vambraces back up to their faces.

      “Hello.” Yur’l waved.

      The Alf hurried on as if Yur’l’s polite hello had been a spell cast on them and perhaps even the rest of their lineage.

      “Captain.” The squat Alf inside the museum doors surveyed Atla and the rest of her band with awe. “Your office called ahead, but I—I didn’t know you’d be bringing the Arilion Knights with you.”

      “I hope that’s not a problem, Professor Laggis,” Atla asked, standing in front of the small Alf. She towered over him by a full foot. “We need your help. We can be in and out. We don’t want to bring you unneeded grief from the reporters around the city.”

      “Yes, of course, please, please come inside.” Laggis ushered them in.

      Frank wasn’t sure what he was feeling. Kal Laggis didn’t appear menacing or untrusting; still, a sense of nervousness radiated from the professor he didn’t understand. It was enough to set him on edge.

      Frank walked inside with the others as Professor Kal Laggis shut the doors behind them and locked them with a key fob from his right pants pocket.

      The inside of the museum opened up in an extensive ground floor with exhibits lining the walls as well as displays in glass cases running the length of the center of the room. The pieces affixed to the walls appeared to be of an ancient armor and weapons sort. A military history of the Alf people displayed on the wall in the forms of long lances with axe-like ends to primitive pieces of metal and hide armor marked with their own runes. Yet none of them matched the symbol left by Jarl.

      “The last of the museum visitors have left for the day,” the professor said, clearing his throat and offering head bows to Frank, Yur’l, and Elly. “I apologize for being rude. I wasn’t expecting to see you all here. I imagined only the captain would be coming. I am more than pleased to have you here, of course.”

      “No reason to apologize,” Frank said, nodding in return. “Do you have somewhere we can talk?’

      “Yes, yes, of course.” Laggis motioned them to follow him through the museum. “I have an office where we can discuss your concerns. There’s only a skeleton staff working the museum as we speak, a few guides wrapping up the day and security guards keeping watch. It seems as though present times don’t allow for much in terms of knowledge and the appreciation for those who have come before us. The next generation is more interested in the latest entertainment intellectual property that has come out to dull their inhibitions and rot their brains.”

      “Oh yeah, we have reality TV on our planet too,” Elly chimed in with smile.

      “Oh, yes, I’m sure,” Laggis said courteously as though he understood what TV was. It was more probably he was only being polite. “Just this way.”

      Frank and the others followed Professor Laggis over charcoal polished floors that caused their footsteps to echo, and up another set of stairs and to the right of the museum where a hall led to a variety of closed doors made of thin steel and stained glass patterns. Placards with names on the front hung on each one. Kal stopped by the second door on the left with a plaque that would have been eye level for most but only touched the top of his slender antlers. The plaque read “Professor Kal Laggis.”

      Kal led the way into the room, turning on the lights that showed the group a cluttered mess of books, maps, and charts. To their left, a mountain of books looked as though it was ready to avalanche at any moment. On their right, a chalkboard that took up the entire wall was marked with runes and strange markings. An ancient desk stood in front of them with old food containers.

      The place made Frank’s nose wrinkle on its own. It smelt like a cross between a frat house minus the booze and a moldy library. There were no windows in the room nor any kind of second exit.

      “Please take a seat,” the professor said, motioning around the room where no seating was to be found. “Tell me how I can help you.”

      Frank shut the door behind him, choosing to stand, while Elly and Yur’l found makeshift seats on stacks of books.

      “No doubt you’ve been following the news and understand that one of our city protectorates, Jarl Balder, has taken it upon himself to make his own vambraces and challenge not just the Arilion Knights but those who protect our city as well.” Atla took up the story. She walked over to the massive chalkboard and pointed a slender finger to a black piece of what looked like chalk. “May I?”

      “Please.” Laggis nodded along. “I am aware of the events surrounding your arrival. I heard of the attack on the protectorate headquarters. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “We all are.” Atla selected the piece of writing material. With two strokes, she made the rune Jarl had left for them to find on the blue board. “This is the symbol Jarl had emblazoned on his vambraces; it’s the same one his force used when they attacked our headquarters. Do you know what it means?”

      All eyes turned to Kal Laggis as the professor scratched his right finger on his antlers in thought. It looked strange in Frank’s eyes, but if this was how the professor thought best, who was he to stop him?

      The short professor bit his lower lip deep in thought. “It’s not one I immediately recognize, but I have seen the symbol before somewhere. Let me look for a moment.”

      The professor walked to the other side of his desk laden with empty wraps exuding the smell of cheap food. He shuffled through a few papers and then pulled books from the drawers, all the while muttering to himself.

      “Where did you see that now? It’s not a word, rather a meaning. It would predate our own language.” Laggis rambled on to himself as though no one were in the room save himself. “If it is an idea rather than a letter. Who would have communicated in such a way and when?”

      Frank looked over to Atla with a raised eyebrow.

      Atla just shrugged.

      “Let’s see, let’s see, let’s see.” Laggis produced a thick hardbound volume from somewhere in one of his desk drawers. He plopped it on his desk without care for anything underneath. The tome looked as though it could be hundreds of years old with weathered pages chipped at the edges. “We are on the hunt. Where are you?”

      The professor turned pages like a madman as he searched for their mysterious rune. He turned the pages quickly, squinting through his large glasses in thought. Just when Frank was going to ask if they could help search in any way, Laggis’s manic turning of the pages came to a sudden halt.

      A look of sheer terror came over the professor’s face. If it were possible, the color drained from his cheeks and his eyes drooped as the muscles slacked, leaving his crystal eyes wide behind his coke-bottle glasses. Frank had seen the expression on soldiers’ faces before, usually when they saw their first dead body. The blank numbness came next in most cases, or the vomiting, but for the professor, there was only an expression of utter horror.

      The professor looked up from his page, shaking his head as if that were enough to tell the others in the room what he had discovered. His eyes were so big now it looked as though they would bulge out of his head.

      A sick feeling of anticipation reached into Frank’s stomach and grabbed at him. The Marines had beat the idea of fear so far from his mind it was only something realized one moment and looked beyond next. With no clear enemy or objective in sight, it was difficult for Frank to move on. He hated sitting in fear almost as much as he hated bullies.

      “What did you find?” Frank asked, moving forward and looking at Laggis’s unblinking eyes. “Professor, what did you find?”

      Kal Laggis stood stunned, his lips moving, his jaw opening and closing with no words coming out.

      Do something, Frank thought to himself. Do something now before fear spreads to the others.

      “Listen to me, professor, professor,” Frank made his way to Laggis’s side, looking down on the text the short professor had opened. It was written in Alf language, so Frank had no idea what the inky lines of text meant, though he did see a picture that took up half the right side of the left page.

      The picture of a demon stared back at him; the love child of a primordial creature of the past resembling Gollum from Lord of the Rings and an Alf. The creature was sickly and naked with slender antlers coming from his head. A wicked grin creased the monster’s mouth. Teeth like tiny triangles lined up in rows on the top and the bottom of the creature’s open maw. The look in its bulbous eyes was disturbingly familiar.

      Frank had seen the same manic expression of anger laced with fear in Jarl’s eyes when they had fought in the forest of Atmos. A single symbol sat below the image of the creature. The same one Jarl had on his vambraces.
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      It was Frank’s turn to stare stunned at the image for a moment. He had no idea what the text meant; nonetheless, the fact that this creature was near the symbol was not great news.

      Here we go again, Frank thought to himself. It can never be easy, can it?

      “I was already kinda weirded out when the professor went all deer-in-headlights, but you’re really creeping me out right now, Frank,” Elly said, bringing Frank back to reality. “What is it? It’s clowns, isn’t it? I hate clowns.”

      “No, no. Nothing like that.” Frank tore his eyes away from the image in front of him. He placed a hand on Laggis’ left shoulder and squeezed. “Professor, what is this?”

      Professor Laggis still didn’t say anything at first. With more pressure coming from Frank’s grip, the professor finally winced, the pain bringing him back from his own dark thoughts of fear.

      “I—it’s the ancient Alf god of fear.” Kal swallowed hard. Each word was difficult for him to push past his lips. He finally turned, looking back up at Frank through his massive spectacles. “Frank, I—I don’t know if you’re going to like what I have to say. I don’t even know if it’s all going to make sense.”

      “Tell us everything you know and we’ll decide,” Atla said from her spot next to the pale turquoise chalkboard. “Spare no detail. We need to know it all. The more knowledge we’re equipped with, the better chance we have of finding Jarl and taking him down.”

      “Yes, yes, of course.” Laggis ran to the right side of the room, immediately lost in the mountain of books piled against the wall. He began digging through the tomes as he explained what he had uncovered thus far. “Like many cultures, Alf have our own stories of gods and legends who resided here on Chesha long before the introduction of us mortals. Even then, depending on the doctrine, some stories say the gods lived side by side with our Alf ancestors before disappearing from the history books and living on only in stories. Yet, even today, there are small groups of believers that worship the old gods.”

      While the professor explained what he knew, the rest of Frank’s unit as well as Atla took the opportunity to glance down at the open book on his desk. To her credit, Atla looked no different. Elly and Yur’l swallowed hard while sick expressions crossed their faces.

      “Each ancient god manifested a particular attribute,” Laggis finally freed himself from a section of the book pile and joined everyone around his desk again. He opened a new book and placed it next to the other. He turned the thick pages with care to an image of a diverse group of Alf all joined at a feast. Draped tunics, capes, and cloths covered the Alf, who varied greatly in shape and size from one to another. A slender, seductive Alf with clothes falling off her body lounged near a proud warrior fully armored, carrying a heavy broadsword. At the other end, a tall Alf spoke into the air above him with hands extended in soliloquy above a rounded-belly Alf being fed small fruit by two beauties. “These attributes ranged from anger, to hope, from love to courage.”

      Frank’s eyes stopped at the corner of the picture where the same thin, grotesque Alf sat with its massive eyes staring at all the others as it tore into a chunk of meat.

      “The legend says that Tal was the Alf god of fear.” Laggis pointed to the image of the creature once more. “The symbol about which you are inquiring belongs to him. It’s the ancient word for ‘fear,’ the attribute he is most known for.”

      “Why would Jarl choose fear as his sigil?” Yur’l asked out loud as he began pacing back and forth in the small room. “Wouldn’t anger or vengeance or even hate have been his first choice?”

      “Excuse me,” Atla said to the others, lifting a hand to her ear as her comm went off. “This is Atla, go ahead.”

      “I think we may be asking the wrong question here,” Elly answered Yur’l as Atla spoke softly just outside the room’s door. “Maybe we shouldn’t be asking why he chose this symbol but rather how his vambraces were made in the first place.”

      “My knowledge of the Arilion Knights is admittedly lacking, yet I know enough to tell you no other vambrace other than those the Arilion use have been formed before.” Laggis went back to his digging. “Others have tried throughout history and failed.”

      “So how did Jarl succeed and how is he connected with the ancient Alf god of fear,” Frank questioned for all to hear. “The rabbit hole is only getting deeper.”

      “I don’t know if this is going to provide more answers or questions, but I just got off the line with headquarters,” Atla said, walking back into the room. “The body that was found in the abandoned foundry, the one near the mannequins with the markings. She was a gypsy known to follow and worship the ways of Tal. I deal in fact, but if I had to speculate, maybe she was the one that aided Jarl in forming his vambraces?”

      “What did you say was stolen the night Jarl went rogue?” Frank asked the captain. “Starbone?”

      “That’s right,” Atla agreed. “It’s a substance valued by multiple galaxies for its rareness and durability.”

      “Maybe this gypsy who served Tal was somehow able to reform the starbone and magic it all up into vambraces for Jarl,” Elly said as she pulled out her smart pad and began hitting keys and search functions. “The database Sava has given us access to should have something on this.”

      “Here, here is another book I have that may be able to tell us something about the followers of Tal and their ability to transfer power.” Laggis emerged from his pile of books yet again. “I’ve never heard a story of what goes on in their ceremonies. Perhaps it’s not out of the realm of possibility that they can channel part of the dark art and manipulate solid objects such as this starbone that was stolen.”

      “I’d call all of this talk about magic and ancient gods a joke, except I’ve had my own run-in with the Lord of Chaos, and well...” Frank took a minute to think about where he was willing to draw the crazy line. “I guess I’m ready to believe just about anything now. I’m standing next to a bird man after all. No offense, Yur’l.”

      “No offense taken,” Yur’l said.

      “Frank, come in,” Sava said over their comm line. “I have a figure approaching from the east in a hurry.”

      Frank’s heart skipped a beat. Had they just walked into yet another trap?

      “Just the one?” Frank asked, already moving to leave the room. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” Sava answered. “You should be able to see it on Elly’s smart pad now. Her flying rat has it on his camera.”

      Frank stopped himself from leaving the room and gathered around Elly with the others. A moment later, Elly’s smart pad showed a dark scene of the street where the museum was located. It was completely dark outside now. The stars and the city lights gave enough illumination to make out a single hunched figure in a long cloak and hood making its way to the museum.

      The way the figure was doubled over, the fact that it shambled with a limp, made Frank remember the devious Tal.

      No way, Frank thought to himself. This is too far for even you. No way this Alf god is on his way to meet you. You have to rein in that imagination of yours.

      “I can intercept it before it reaches the museum,” Sava offered. Her voice sounded elevated, even excited at the idea of a fight coming her way. “Give me the word.”

      “We’ll do it together,” Frank said, tearing his eyes from the screen in Elly’s hands. “If Jarl is behind this, we’ll take him down right now. He doesn’t know we have three Arilion on the planet.”

      The group followed Frank with Yur’l, Elly, and Atla right behind him. Laggis followed a step behind, his shorter gate making him travel in the wake the warriors provided.

      Atla and Elly brought out their weapons, checking safeties and ammunition. Yur’l rubbed his hands together, nervously cracking his old knuckles. The Gleason Arilion Knight was ready; still, it was clear he was anxious.

      “Take my lead,” Frank told Yur’l as they reached the front doors. “If it’s trouble, let Sava and I take the focus from him. When you see an opening, you take it.”

      “Copy that,” Yur’l said, using the lingo he was beginning to learn serving beside the Marines. “I’m not going to let you down.”

      Laggis maneuvered between the men unlocking the door with a shaking hand.

      “I know you won’t,” Frank said, to Yur’l, grabbing one of the front doors to the museum. “Here we go.”

      Frank swung the door open, channeling power into each of his hands via the vambraces. Both hands glowed with a dark purple power that wafted around his fists like flames from a fire.

      The night touched Frank with a chilly hand as he stepped out of the museum. He could hear the others follow him, even see them out of his peripheral vision. Right now, he had to rein in his focus on the lone figure in front of him.

      At the bottom of the stone stairs leading up to the museum stood a shadowed figure not much larger than Professor Kal Laggis. Frank was almost positive that whoever was under the thick cloak and hood could not be Jarl. The person’s frame wasn’t right; too small and sunken in on itself.

      The cloak was a dingy brown. The deep-set hood hid any and all facial features. Likewise, the cloak masked any hands or even feet.

      For a moment, Frank stood quietly, staring at the thing in front of him.

      Sava touched down from the museum’s rooftop and came to a landing behind the mysterious figure. She brought a heavy blaster to her hands and drew a bead on their visitor.

      Something else touched Frank then, a coldness that had nothing to do with the chill of the night. It was more like a feeling of being weighed and measured. As if there were large eyes below the hood of the stranger that were not just taking him in but stripping him down to his soul to have a look inside.

      “Who are you?” Frank asked, summoning his courage. “Take off your hood and show yourself. If you try anything, so help me God, I’ll blow you into the next life.”

      Another quiet moment came where the only thing that could be heard was the city sounds of hovering crafts and the white noise of city life.

      The figure finally moved. Gnarled hands came out of the cloak and drew back the hood. Frank had to remind himself not to show any kind of reaction as the creature’s horrible head came into view.
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      The creature before them matched the Alf god Tal except for its antlers and coloring. Where once antlers had come from its head, now only two sickly stumps remained. The Alf’s coloring also resembled its species with a rust-colored red covering its face and hands. Smatterings of gold and cyan were sprinkled across its face like freckles.

      Bags hung from the creature’s eyes as well as enough wrinkles and creases around its face to speak volumes of its age. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but Frank guessed it was a female Alf.

      The fear he felt, the level of unease that floated in the space between him and the creature shook Frank more than he anticipated.

      “I am Tashla Tell,” the creature began in a voice resembling brittle paper being rattled by the wind. “It seems we share a common foe. You can tell the Draconian she can lower her weapon.”

      How Tashla knew Sava was behind her, much less pointing a weapon in her direction was beyond Frank. All he could discern at the moment was the ancient Alf had no visible weapons. If she was going to pose a threat, it wouldn’t be from her strength or tactics.

      “Tashla, if you’re being truthful, you have no reason to fear us,” Frank said, still pointing his arms in her direction. If she did try anything, he was ready to send a double beam of oh-no-you-didn’t straight into her aged sternum. “Why have you come?”

      “My sister was found dead today. I understand the one responsible for this is the same Jarl Balder who once acted as a hero to this city,” the old Alf wheezed. She coughed into her hand with a deep hack that sounded more like dry branches ripping than anyone coughing. “I’ve come to tell you everything you need to know and all that you still don’t understand you will need to know as you hunt this man.”

      For a brief moment, Frank allowed himself to breathe. There was no reason to doubt this woman. It seemed silly for two Arilion Knights, a pair of Marines, and an Alf captain to be pointing their weapons at her.

      Frank finally allowed his own arms to fall by his side. For the first time, he looked over to see what weapon Yur’l had constructed. The newest addition to the Arilion Knights had little training yet was doing his best to hold and maintain a purple construct that looked like a fishing pole.

      “Stand down,” Frank said to the others. He looked over at Yur’l. “We really need to get you some more time training.”

      “I can’t argue with you there,” Yur’l said with a sigh as he allowed his impromptu weapon to dissipate. “My heart is willing; just the knowledge of my new title is weak.”

      Frank looked back at the aged woman standing on the museum steps. Her appearance was enough to give anyone nightmares, but whether she was dangerous was yet to be seen.

      “I’m going to give you fair warning, Tashla.” Frank motioned the Alf forward. “If you try anything, I mean anything, I’ll let the Draconian split your head open like whatever passes on your planet for a ripe melon.”

      “I understand your position,” Tashla answered, ascending the steps slowly. “If you feel it best, the Draconian can keep her weapon on my back. What I have to say will not take long. I’ve only come to tell you the information you need to find this Jarl Balder and take revenge for my sister’s death, then I will take my leave.”

      True to Tashla’s words, Sava followed the Alf up the stone steps of the museum with her massive Draconian blaster construct still in her hands. The unlikely group of aliens entered the main museum hall together.

      Tashla moved like someone of her age with a grunt here or a pop of her hip there. The entire time, Sava kept her dead to right in the sights of her weapon. When the group was inside, Professor Laggis moved to close the doors.

      Frank got a better look at Tashla under the filtered lights of the museum parlor. She leaned forward with a hitch in her step. While aged and decrepit, she was clean with a navy blouse underneath the cloak with tan slacks and shoes. A necklace hung around her neck, lost then reappearing in the folds of skin that fell from her frame. Perhaps the strangest thing was the removal of her antlers.

      “My antlers were taken from me when I refused to follow the ways of Tal,” Tashla said as she noticed Frank eyeing her stumps. “The ancient ways are unforgiving.”

      “I understand that Jarl’s victim was your sister, but how did you know where to find us?” Atla got straight to the point. “How did you know we would be here?”

      “I didn’t at first,” Tashla admitted. “When I found out my sister was killed and about the attacks of Jarl Balder, I bet my money on the idea you would go searching for answers. The leading minds of such things would be here at the museum or perhaps the university. I decided to try here first. And here you are.”

      There was something off about the woman’s explanation. Something Frank didn’t trust. It was all too simple, too perfectly packaged and rehearsed. If she were lying, there was no way to disprove her, not yet. One thing about liars, if she was one, sooner or later, she would contradict herself. Until then, Frank would have to give her the benefit of the doubt, providing just enough rope for her to hang herself.

      “Tell us what you know, please.” Yur’l walked to the end of the room and arrived with a chair for the old woman. “Anything you know may be able to help us bring Jarl to justice before anyone else becomes a casualty.”

      “Yes, tell us before my finger slips and I put a bullet in your head.” Sava grinned her awkward grin.

      “Thank you, Gleason,” Tashla said, sitting in the chair Yur’l had brought. She ignored Sava’s words as she grunted, placing her rear end on the cushioned seat. Her eyes took a faraway look as she began her story. Perhaps it was the Alf version of cataracts in her old age. “My sister and I were close growing up. We loved to read stories about ancient knights and battles of gods and mortals. You could say our fascination bordered on the unhealthy as we grew up searching for those who could teach us more about the gods of old. It was fun and almost mysterious until it became dangerous.”

      Tashla paused for a moment, licking her thin, dry mouth. Her eyes moved past everyone to the museum wall behind them as if she were telling them about the events she could actually see from her past.

      “My sister and I fell in with a group that worshiped the god Tal. It was friendly at first. They welcomed us in like family. Like most cults do, they embraced us and wound their lives with our own until we were so deeply embedded with them it was impossible to get out.” Tashla coughed again, waving away Yur’l as he offered a bottle of water. “I’m nearly done, Gleason. I thank you for your polite nature. Your Order will need you in the coming days.”

      “What happened next?” Atla asked not impolitely. “I mean, with you and your sister?”

      “I saw what she couldn’t,” Tashla said as tears sprang to her eyes. “They began teaching her the dark side of Tal. How the god of fear can manipulate and give power to those while extracting a price that can never be paid in return. I begged her, I pleaded with her to come with me when I left, but she was too far gone.”

      Tashla reached up and touched her right antler, which had been removed from her head. A stump no more than an inch or two at the most grew from the top of her head now.

      “They disgraced me when I left,” Tashla continued her story. “Over the years, I lost contact with my sister. I resigned myself to the fact that she had been lost to the darkness of Tal and the fear that came with him. Until today when I was notified as her next of kin about what had happened.”

      “This dark magic that your sister performed in Tal’s name,” Frank filled the silence in the museum. “Could it bind itself to another and somehow form vambraces like the ones we wear?”

      “So many factors would need to be present. In good conscience, I can’t discount the idea; to say something is impossible would be a very bold statement of me indeed,” Tashla wiped her eyes from the tears of her past. “A substance strong enough would have to be found to bind the spell, a caster with the knowledge, and above all, a wielder with the fortitude to withstand the process.”

      “He’s strong enough.” Frank massaged his jaw where he had been struck by Jarl in their conflict the day before. “I guess we have our answers.”

      “So Jarl finds the starbone and a caster with the ability to meld vambraces for him that feed off of his fear,” Elly said, recapping what they all knew for her sake as well as the sake of everyone else. “But why did he choose fear over any other emotion? What does he fear?”

      “Fear more than anger is a driving force; so much of anger is provided by fear,” Tashla answered, rising from her seat with a grimace. “I’ve told you everything I know.”

      “He fears losing his family,” Yur’l said in such a quiet voice it was almost missed by the others. “He’s afraid he was to blame for their deaths. Deep down, he blames himself, not the Arilion Knights. It’s just easier for him to take out the fear that lives inside of him on us rather than any other.”

      Tashla shambled over to Yur’l, placing a wrinkled hand on his shoulder. “Spoken by someone who has had to look the same demons in the face. Do not lose yourself, Gleason. There was nothing you or Jarl could have done for your families. You choose to bear your burden every day and move forward. Jarl has decided to ignore his and embrace hate.”

      Yur’l blinked at the woman, opened his mouth, and then closed it again.

      How Tashla knew all of this was beyond Frank, but what he did know was where to start looking for Jarl. With all of the new information at their disposal, Frank believed Jarl would go back to his old home where his family had died. He would be there now waiting for them.

      “If you’re not going to put a round in my head, I should probably be going now,” Tashla looked at Sava and then to Atla for permission. “May I?”

      “I can’t think of any laws you’ve broken,” Atla answered. “Thank you for finding us and giving us what we need to find this monster.”

      “Indeed,” Tashla said, moving toward the door of the museum. She placed a hand on the handle before stopping to turn and address the group one more time. She confirmed what Frank had already determined. “Fear eats at Jarl. It will be most natural for him to return to the spot where the battle took place or where his family passed. I would bet my antlers on that.”

      With that, the Alf was gone.

      Professor Laggis hurried over and closed the door behind her.

      Sava finally allowed her constructed blaster to dissipate.

      Frank rubbed at tired eyes as his stomach groaned again. No matter how weary he felt or how much his stomach insisted on playing a rendition of AC DC in his gut, he had to take the next step forward.

      “We should set up eyes at both the location where the Chaos soldiers attacked and at his home where his family died.” Frank nodded along with his own words. “Jarl will either be there or show up soon. I agree with what our nighttime visitor said. I’ll take his home. Sava, you and Yur’l should post up at the sight where—”

      “I see how bloodshot your eyes are.” Atla crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll send my best protectorates just to observe both locations. You and your team need to get some food and rest. If my men spot anything, they’ll notify me right away and we can mobilize.”

      Frank was about to open his mouth to argue despite the fact that he knew Atla was right. She didn’t give him the opportunity.

      “As much as I hate to say it, Arilion,” Atla interrupted him with an extended arm and a palm face up, “when we come in contact with Jarl again, you will be our best chance at bringing him in. We’ll need you rested, fed, and ready to go, not dead on your feet because you insisted on an all-night stakeout.”

      Frank closed his mouth without saying a word. He understood there was wisdom in her words. When the next fight between Jarl and the Arilion came to pass, it would be their last, one way or another.
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      The headquarters of the city protectorate wasn’t exactly set up to house people for the night. A shared locker and shower room would have to do and cots set up in a few empty offices were the best Atla could manage.

      Still, the hot water hitting Frank’s battered body in the shower pod felt like heaven on Earth, or in his case, heaven on the planet of Chesha. Frank lathered himself as steaming water struck his still bruised body courtesy of his first run in with Jarl.

      The showers were shaped similar to egg pods and captured the water to recycle and heat for the next user. An adjoining locker area for the men comprised of dull green lockers was set up around metal benches. Frank had been provided with plain black cargo pants and a shirt with Chesaian letters across the front courtesy of the city protectorate. He was the only one in the shower until a noise made him look over. Raj approached in a towel, looking bone weary and ready to keel over.

      “I’ve maintained eye contact the whole time,” Raj said, staring dead straight into Frank’s eyes. “I don’t have any desire to see your junk. Maintain eye contact, Frank, maintain eye contact with me.”

      No matter how tired he felt, Raj could always make him laugh. Instead of staring Raj in the eyes any longer, he turned back to rubbing a bar of what he believed to be soap over his body that made him think of Vega and his date. Their first non-date was after his shower in Brytanna for their evening stroll, where he encountered Frank Junior, AKA Mariam.

      You told her two days, Frank reminded himself. Two days is tomorrow. You better wrap this up soon or you’re going to have to call her explaining why  you haven’t been able to track down the alien responsible for the terrorist attack on her palace.

      Frank realized all his focus had been on finding Jarl Balder. He hadn’t put any thought to what he would do with Vega on their date. He had to step up his game: no generic Italian joint with crooners in the background and lasagna on the special menu would work. She was an empress; she had traveled through space and could fight like a champion with a broadsword. Maybe Dave and Busters…

      “Elly gave me the low down about what you found,” Raj said, turning on a shower pod two units down. “Son of a wizard, Frank, are we really dealing with some kind of dark magic here?”

      “There are only two people who could tell us for sure,” Frank said. Not finding anything resembling shampoo, he used the bar of soap on his short dark brown hair. It seemed fragrant enough and did the job on the sweat, dirt, and muck on his body. “One of them we found dead when we arrived here, the other we’re trying to hunt down. Something tells me even when we do find him, he’s not going to be willing to hand over the information.”

      “Yeah, maybe some truth serum or a little waterboarding will get him to talk,” Raj said in a voice darker than Frank was used to hearing from his friend. “I guess we have to catch him first.”

      “How are things here?” Frank asked, rinsing the last suds of soap from his hair. “Morale, the wounded, anything I should be aware of?”

      “I think we were less welcomed than we thought when we first arrived,” Raj said. “Up until the attack, I think some of the protectorates were buying into Jarl’s propaganda. He was a hero to this city. He’s served alongside these officers for the better part of 15 years. After repelling the attack, I think we won a lot of heart and minds here. I mean how pissed are you going to be at us while we’re plugging wounds and offering aid.”

      “Right,” Frank said, turning off his shower. Water from the four panels all around him faded then stopped. He walked to the other side of the showering area where the lockers were set up and began toweling dry. “What did they do with the sphere?”

      “The game plan for now is to keep it connected to our own on Earth. As long as the gateway is connected to another, no other sphere can open it from another location. It’s a temporary solution while Elly and Sava work with Atla and her tech unit to construct a barrier or force field that will act as a defensive barrier next time the sphere here is opened.”

      “Elly and Sava are working with her now?” Frank began dressing hurriedly. A wave of guilt was already washing over him as he realized he was showering and about to eat while others worked. “Where are they? I should be there.”

      “Easy there, fearless leader,” Raj answered. “They were just going to provide the specs and Atla’s team is going to work on it through the night. She’s called in backup from the surrounding cities. This place is a fortress now.”

      “Right,” Frank pulled on his boots. “Well, I’m off to make sure I’m not needed and grab some food. My stomach feels like an empty chamber. And maybe catch up with Yur’l. Is he going to, you know, shower?”

      “He mentioned something about a ‘bird bath’ so I think we’re good.”

      “Starting to wonder if showering near a bird man would be less awkward than near you,” Frank commented. He couldn’t even begin to wonder how Sava would react to Elly in the women’s space.

      “Frank, look at me,” Raj said in a voice so commanding Frank’s initial reaction was to look up at his naked friend. He had to remind himself to avoid the act and look past him. “Frank, look into my eyes.”

      “Nope, I think I’m good,” Frank said shaking his head. “You’re being super weird right now.”

      “What?” Raj asked incredulously. “I’m just trying to share a moment with you and tell you to be careful. I’m not going to hug you or anything.”

      “Yeah, well okay,” Frank waved over his shoulder. “You watch yourself out there too.”

      Frank walked out of the locker room hearing the rumbling his stomach was making for the dozenth time that day. As much as he wanted to sit down, eat twice the calories necessary, and then pass out in a coma of cheese whiz and pickles he knew he needed to make sure his unit was taken care of first.

      The protectorate headquarters wasn’t a massive building. It was single story structure and Frank could guess he had already seen most of it. The expansive room in the center where most of the protectorates worked made up the bulk of the facility. The smaller rooms that made up the perimeter were storage areas, offices, cells and showering rooms and lockers.

      Frank walked out from the men’s locker room adjusting his vambraces. He caught Sava’s bulky reptilian frame on the opposite side of the chamber. She stood in a doorway offering direction to others Frank couldn’t see deeper in the room.

      “Follow the instructions to a T and all will be well,” Sava was saying as Frank walked up. “This should really be in a better fortified place such as your capitol’s main building or an underground military bunker; however, I suppose this cement building will have to do.”

      Frank stood behind Sava standing on his tiptoes to get a look into the room. Elly, Atla, and a team of Alf were clearing an area where the sphere was set up. The golden ball projected a gateway that reached to the room’s ceiling. If their ceiling were any shorter it would have been destroyed by the archway. The fog continued to roll in and out of the gateway though never making it out further than a few feet. The lights inside interspersed all the colors of the rainbow, reminding Frank of a slow motion rave.

      All around the gateway, the Alf worked in setting up equipment and machines; Frank could only imagine their purposes or set up. When he worked with B.U.T.T.S., the techs would show him the configuration and lose Frank in the details mumbo jumbo. He would always ask for the bottom line and show him how to shoot so he could sell the bells and whistles only. The buyer could contact them for more details after he made the sale.

      “Earth will stay connected with your sphere as long as possible,” Elly stifled a yawn. “I got the word from General Breaker they will only disconnect if they have to use the gateway for another purpose. You should be able to get your own steel barrier around the projected gateway tonight and a force field shield up in the next few days. That will stop any forces, Jarl, or any of your other enemies can send at you via the gateways.”

      “Thank you.” Atla blinked her weary eyes. “I’ll have fresh teams work on it around the clock until it is complete. You all have done enough.”

      Sava turned bumping into Frank. She sniffed the air hard. “You smell like a newly born Draconian babe.”

      “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” Frank said, stepping back to let the other woman out. “Is everything in place? What else needs to be done?”

      “We’re good here,” Elly said, removing her glasses and rubbing at the bags under her eyes. “I’m in for a shower and some chow and then I feel like I could sleep for a year. Right, Magnus? Magnus?”

      She looked around to find the pup curled up asleep in a corner. His head was half covered by a box leaving his backside visible.

      “Oh, I see how it is. So much for ride or die.” She shook her head and stifled another yawn.

      “I’ve prepared rooms for you in my office and the adjoining offices.” Atla beckoned them forward. “It’s not much but I’ve also ordered food brought for you. The food compared to the accommodations will blow you away. You’re in store for a treat.”

      Atla opened the door to the small office next to her room. Inside were a pair of cots pressed against either side of the room’s walls. Thin drab blankets were folded at the foot of each makeshift bed. Packages of food that sent aromas into the air making Frank’s mouth water sat atop the cots. He didn’t know which he wanted more: food or sleep. Maybe he could fall asleep while eating. He began to wonder if there was such a thing as sleep eating. He was too tired to maintain control of his wandering thoughts. Frank was punchy.

      “There’s another room like this opposite my office with three more cots inside.” Atla motioned them to the other room. “I believe Yur’l is already fast asleep, something about being old and needing his downtime.”

      “Frank and I will take this room,” Sava said quickly as though she had been waiting for a chance to jump into the conversation. “I have something to discuss with him.”

      Frank looked at her tilting his head forward and looking up at her expecting a little insight to their conversation. She only stared blankly in return.

      “I’ll notify all of you as soon as we get anything from the two teams I have stationed watching for Jarl,” Atla said, turning to Elly and saying something Frank couldn’t hear. The two woman continued down the hall.

      “I’ve already showered so you’re clear to go next if you want,” Frank said, entering their room and taking the cot on the right. He had no idea what time it was; based on the hours that had passed and the dark of night, it was most likely in the early hours of the morning for him. “I’ll eat and wait up for you.”

      “Draconians never bathe,” Sava said, plopping on her own cot. The piece of furniture gave a groan under her weight. Her heavy backside nearly touched the ground within the frame of the cot. She picked up the package of food sniffing it with a grimace. “I want to talk to you about Yur’l.”

      “Really? Never? Come on, I’m sure I’ve seen you coming out of the ladies’ bathroom in the Den,” Frank was still trying to get over the fact that Sava had never seen a bath. “What about in space when we were coming back from defeating the Chaos Lord?”

      “Never,” Sava said, looking at what looked like a piece of fruit she had freed from the package Atla had left for her. She took a bite shrugged and then popped the entire piece of fruit in her mouth. Juices dropped down her maw as she talked around it.

      “Then why are there showers at the barrack in Brytanna? Draconians use them, don’t they?”

      “Those are for the convenience of visitors. Our kind don’t sweat unlike some other fleshly beings.” She looked at him down her snout. “But enough of my bathing habits. We need to talk about Yur’l.”

      Frank pulled his mind from how dirty Sava had to be and how she kept it hidden. Instead he dug into his own package with abandon, liberating what looked like a cross between a pita and a sandwich. It really didn’t matter what it looked like. Frank was prepared to eat anything moving or not.

      “What about him?” Frank opened his mouth as wide as it would go and chomped down on the meal in front of him. The food tasted like thin sliced, spiced meat and sharp cheese. A leafy vegetable resembling lettuce gave it a nice crisp element. “He seems to be doing fine.”

      “He needs more training.” Sava wiped her forearm over her mouth. “He’s not prepared for what we are about to ask of him. Don’t misunderstand me, I do believe he should be here; only, if he is called into action, he won’t stand a chance against Jarl. We must help him, Frank.”
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      There was something abnormal in Sava’s voice that made Frank pause mid-chew. Frank had fought side by side with the Draconian warrior against the Chaos Lord himself and had not seen this amount of concern in her hard reptilian eye.

      “He’ll be fine,” Frank said, trying to reassure his friend and mentor. “Look at me; I didn’t have any formal training and I turned out great.”

      “You survived,” Sava agreed, draining a plastic water container. “But Yur’l is not you, Frank. No formal military training, no killer instinct. He was a civilian when the vambraces chose him. I have no doubt his Will to go on is sound; however, there are different kinds of forces of Will. Events in his life have shaped him differently.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, your will has been forged over the years. You have picked yourself up physically and, yes, emotionally and mentally, but primarily physically.” Sava chewed with her mouth open.

      “It’s true: I am a pretty physical being.” Frank winked at Sava. She did not give him the satisfaction of acknowledging him and only continued.

      “Yur’l’s force of Will is one tempered in the flames of emotional and mental pain. After losing his wife and daughter, he has continued on when others would have given in to depression and perhaps even suicide. I’ve heard of such things before. He found the will to live on for himself – for something greater than himself.”

      Frank had never thought about it like that. Growing up poor had equipped him to deal with things emotionally; always pushing forward was a mental game followed by physical. Yur’l’s story was different. The Gleason had endured what few on Earth had to go through: the loss of a spouse and their only child. Still, he had endured without bitterness and was still willing to help others.

      “I guess I understand what you’re getting at,” Frank said, finishing his sandwich-type food and moving on to his own piece of fruit. It was shaped like a pear but tasted like a mango met a grape and had a mashup party. The juices that exploded in his mouth nearly tasted like a dessert more than a fruit. “If we aren’t woken up in the middle of the night to go hunt Jarl, I’ll take him out in the courtyard first thing in the morning. Maybe I can teach him a few things.”

      “Yes,” Sava said, patting her reptilian stomach firmly. “That feels much better. Now I may pass into what Elly calls a food death.”

      “I think you mean food coma,” Frank corrected her.

      “Why would food make me slip into a coma?” Sava asked, perplexed.

      “No, it’s—it’s not that—why would food cause—you’re missing the point, never mind, food death it is,” Frank agreed, reaching for his own water bottle. He remembered something that had come to him while they were at the museum. A question he had saved for a later time. “Sava, you said you could sense when I became an Arilion Knight. You did the same thing when Yur’l was chosen. Do you still sense Arilion being selected across the universe?”

      Sava stood up, stretching. Her giant mouth cracked wide showing a row of short, sharp teeth on the top and bottom of her jaw.

      “I do sense other Arilion both in this galaxy and others.” Sava remained thoughtful. “Faces and names are beyond my sight, but not their power. Jarl must be dealt with first, then we must go to them. Most will be confused, even a few frightened. Perhaps a message sent out to the universe via the technology the Draconians possess will be enough to reassure them. Perhaps we need to offer them a location to meet us. New Arilion Knights coming to us will be faster than us having to track them down individually as we did Yur’l.”

      “Good idea. After Jarl is captured. We can’t pinpoint them for him or drop them in his lap to slaughter,” Frank said, removing his food wrappers, fruit core, and empty water bottle from his cot and spreading out the thin blanket that had been provided for them. A small, square pillow sat at the top of his cot for his head. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sava begin to remove her clothing. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what are you doing?”

      Sava looked at him with a shrug. “I am preparing for sleep. I always sleep in the nude.”

      “How do I not know these things about you?” Frank jumped off his cot and ran to turn off the lights in the room. Frank quickly sought a new subject to talk about besides the huge reptilian female’s nudity. “Speaking of the need to train, you still have to show me how to fly.”

      The only illumination now came from the faint violet glow of the vambraces coming off both Frank and Sava. It was barely enough to see by, however, Frank refused to look at Sava and instead lay on his cot on his left side, eyes inches from the wall.

      “Our abilities, our speed, flight, strength, durability, stamina, and so on will not all be directly the same,” Sava said with another creak of her cot as she lay on her own bed. “Their levels would be as different as athletes who train together. Yes, these attributes will all be present and strong, but they will vary from one to another, depending on what we choose to train in, what we were already prepared with before we were chosen as Arilion and our natural abilities.”

      “So I may never be able to truly fly?” Frank asked, thinking about his ability to float over the ground versus soar through the air. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “No.” Sava yawned, clacking her teeth together as she finished. “I’m saying it may be more difficult for you. We’re Arilion; we don’t believe in the word ‘never.’”

      “Good point,” Frank said, staring hard at the wall. It was difficult for him to open up to anyone. Outside of his parents, he had Vega, who he knew he could talk with, and even that was a new experience. Raj and Elly were his friends but they didn’t know what it was like to be an Arilion Knight and the pressures that brought.

      She’s not going to laugh at you, Frank told himself as he worked up his courage to address Sava. Besides Yur’l, she’s the only one who knows how it feels.

      “Do you ever feel like—like everything that has happened in your life has been for a reason? Like, all the bad stuff, the trials you’ve endured, the blood you’ve spilt, and the tears you’ve shed have finally meant something?” Frank struggled with putting his feelings into words. Talking about feelings was the last thing he was comfortable with. “Like you can feel yourself changing into something better. I think I’m finally able to take a step back and look at my past and present in a single glance and realize there has been a plan for my life—I don’t know... Does any of this make sense? Uh—Sava?”

      The loud snoring of the Draconian was enough for Frank to know his last words had fallen on deaf ears. He didn’t dare turn around to see if she was in fact sleeping either.

      Don’t want to have that image burned into your memory, Frank coached himself. Maybe it’s better she didn’t hear. Maybe it’s better you carry this burden you’ve been dealt on your own.

      Frank fell asleep that night worrying about his present situation in light of his past. As does so often, with his stress came dreams.
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      “You’re me, whether you want to admit that or not,” Jarl said, pacing back and forth in front of Frank. “You’re a turn away from being what I have become. Give you a wife and child you cared for and slaughter them and here you are.”

      Frank looked at the scenery in his dream. He was staring at Jarl, who strode back and forth. Beyond the Alf a sheer cliff edge dropped off to crashing waves below. The sky was cold and overcast, providing a grey backdrop to the scene around them. Frank couldn’t move his feet or arms. A quick look down showed him a key part of the puzzle he had been missing. Vines snaked their way up his lower half and torso, pinning his legs and arms in place.

      The burnt orange glow of the vambraces on Jarl’s forearms had created the vines snaking their way over the short teal grass and holding Frank in place. Frank’s own vambraces were gone. He struggled to free himself from the vines.

      His arms burned, his lungs heaved for more air to fuel his effort. Frank shook from the exertion. It was pointless.

      “You’re nothing with or without those vambraces.” Jarl approached him, still wearing his black body armor, the same worn by the city protectorates. “I beat you before and I’m going to do it again. But I told you, I’m going to do it after I take everything from the Arilion Knights and I’m going to do it in a very public format.”

      “You talk so big.” Frank shook his head, saving his energy for another time. “But you’re nothing more than a terrorist. And as much as you’ll deny it, we both know it’s not anger that drives you, it’s fear.”

      “You know nothing!” Jarl’s lips curled, showing his teeth. He closed the distance between himself and Frank, sneering into his face. “What do you know of loss and abandonment?”

      Frank felt the orange constructed vines tighten around him. He grunted but wasn’t going to back down; it wouldn’t have been his style.

      “I know you’re afraid that it was your fault your family died. I know you blame yourself for their deaths. I also know it’s not your fault.” Frank barely managed to get the last part out as the vines constricted around his entire body, cutting off his air supply.

      “Shut your mouth!” Jarl screamed, grabbing Frank by the back of his neck and dragging him toward the edge of the cliff. “This is what I know. I know you will suffer more than your friends did and I will be the last thing you see in this life.”

      Frank couldn’t say anything if he wanted to. All his effort was going into breathing. The vines wrapped around his torso so tightly he thought his ribs might crack or his chest would fold in.

      The cold wind beat at his face. The salty spray on his lips was so real he could almost taste it. He was taken to the edge of the cliff and then tilted over as the orange vine constructs gave him a view below.

      About a kilometer down was a rocky beach the angry waves crashed against. There, dashed below them, were the bodies of Frank’s friends. Flung below like so much confetti at a parade were Sava, Elly, Raj, Atla, General Breaker, Heron, and Vega. His head spun from loss of oxygen and vertigo. More bodies appeared on the rocky terrain; he could see his mother, father, and his eight-year-old self. With each cynical laugh, more figures appeared. There was no end to Jarl’s bloodlust.

      A scream of rage tried to work its way up Frank’s throat, but it was choked down by the vine around his neck.

      “This is your future.” Jarl squeezed the back of his neck. “This is what’s coming. Because you failed, Arilion. And now there is nothing you can ever do to bring them back.”

      Frank woke from his nightmare without the cold sweat. The sheer panic of his dream made him forget all else except to remind himself that this was all a dream and that he was not going to let his friends or family die. This was no longer just about Frank seeing retribution; he had to stop this maniac because no matter how many lives he took, it would never be enough to quench the hole, the pain, he felt at losing his wife and son.

      Frank looked to his left and immediately looked away with a shake of his head. Sava was in her birthday suit spread out face down on her cot.

      “You’re never going to be able to unsee that,” Frank mumbled to himself, rubbing at his eyes. “You’re probably not going to be able to go back to sleep anytime soon either.”

      Instead of forcing himself back down, Frank laced his boots and left the room. The main square room outside was alive with protectorates working at their desks or speaking on their comm lines. Lines buzzed, figures appeared on the display screens, and officers exchanged information to and fro with a constant whispering like worker bees. Frank received a few head nods and even a smile. It seemed Raj’s assessment of the Alf was correct. They were allies now more so than ever before.

      Frank made his way through the wide space to the courtyard outside. Through the windows, he could see the morning approaching. Something blurred past his vision. Immediately, Frank’s hands clenched into fists as he caught the movement again. Whoever was outside in the early morning hours of the day was fast.
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      Two long panels of glass set into double doors that led outside afforded Frank a view of the courtyard. Frank’s heart rate slowed its pounding, his tenseness subsided, and the adrenaline slowed as he caught a glimpse of Yur’l flashing by again. The Gleason’s purple vambraces glowed on his forearms as he ran back and forth across the courtyard, faster and faster each time.

      The old man’s training. The thought brought a grin to Frank’s lips. Yur’l already understood what needed to be done for him to become stronger, and here he is, up before anyone and practicing his craft.

      Frank opened the doors leading to the cool morning air outside. The temperature sent goosebumps up his arm and made him think twice about going back inside for a jacket.

      The courtyard buzzed with activity for being so early. On the catwalks and by the gates, a double contingent of city protectorates stood sentry. It seemed Atla had no desire to have the blanket pulled over her eyes yet again.

      The bodies from the battle the day before had been taken away, as had the vehicles that had not survived the fight. Burns, char marks, and what appeared to be blood stains did remain, however, as memories of what was taken from them by the terrorist Jarl Balder and those who followed him.

      “I didn’t think you were going to be up this early,” Frank said, walking over to Yur’l, his boots crunching on the gravel ground beneath him. “I thought you got to sleep in once you retired.”

      “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?” Yur’l’s chest heaved as he came to a rest from his morning sprints beside Frank. He placed his arms over his head and laced his feathered fingers behind his head. “The thing they don’t tell you is that after you become used to getting up at a certain hour for work so many years of your life, it kind of sticks. I couldn’t sleep in if I wanted to.”

      The Gleason wore black pants and boots just like Frank. His black shirt was torn at the sleeves to allow his feathers on his arms more room. The vambraces that covered his forearms from wrists to elbows glowed the same dark purple as Frank’s. The vambrace itself sported different runes from Frank’s and was fashioned in a different material and style.

      When I have more time, I need to figure out what the runes on everyone’s vambraces mean and why they are different, Frank thought to himself. What they are made of too.

      “Did you wake up early to get some training in as well?” Yur’l asked, stretching. “Or maybe you just couldn’t sleep.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Frank said, moving his own head from side to side to loosen his neck. “I thought I’d come out and check on you. I know we haven’t had a whole lot of time to talk since we found you on your planet. Seems like just yesterday we were in that alley. Things with Jarl kind of ruined the whole training and initiation party we were going to throw for you.”

      “It’s quite all right. And it wasn’t yesterday; it was a couple days ago.” The corners of Yur’l’s beak twitched. “If you celebrated my arrival, I’m sure you’d only be that much more disappointed. I have a long way to go before I’m going to do anyone any good with these vambraces. Half the time, I’m still wondering if they made the right decision. I’m old even for my age, Frank. Maybe these vambraces were meant for someone else.”

      “You’re not exactly a spring chicken,” Frank said, looking over at the Gleason with a smile. “But Sava told me the vambraces have never been wrong, ever. I thought they had pulled a big oops when it came to me, but now even I’m thinking they weren’t wrong. They’re not wrong for you either, Yur’l. The very fact that you’re up training while everyone else is asleep should tell you something.”

      “Sava had me begin with exercises of speed, strength, and durability,” Yur’l said, interlacing his fingers and cracking them with loud pops of his old joints. “I think I’m starting to get the hang of those, it’s the constructs that have my head in a mess. I can see what I want to create in my mind and sometimes even bring them to my hands in physical form but holding them there, it’s just too much for me to handle.”

      “Maybe you’re trying the wrong kinds of constructs.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” Frank lifted his right hand, constructing weapons as fast as the seconds ticked by. First he brought a Glock 21 to his palms, next a M16A4, next the Punisher GS2000 gauss rifle his previous employer was known for, and next a Remington 870. He ended with his trusty Ka-Bar, which he then splashed through the air in a few standard exercises for emphasis. “I’m used to handling these kinds of weapons, so it takes little effort on my part to imagine and create them. If say I conjured a sword or a spear, it would be harder for me to do so because I’m not as familiar with using them.”

      “I see what you’re saying,” Yur’l agreed, rubbing his finger across the bottom of his chin. “I’m afraid I don’t have any training nor am I familiar with any kind of weapons of my home world. I mean, sure, I know of them. I’ve seen them before, but I only ever shot a weapon once in my life and that was at a carnival.”

      “What did you do?” Frank asked as politely as he could manage. “I mean, what did you do before you retired?”

      “I was an accountant,” Yur’l said, blinking his dark eyes. “I sat in an office all day crunching numbers, compiling data, and creating spreadsheets.”

      “I see.” It was Frank’s turn to rub the stubble on the bottom of his jaw. A thought popped into his mind so ridiculous it might actually work. “So let’s try this. You know what sticks look like, right? I mean, of course you do; everyone knows what a stick looks like. Let’s start there.”

      Frank constructed two steel rods in his hands. Each baton reached just under a meter in length. He twirled them in his hands, remembering one of the first weapons he had ever trained with. The weapons could simulate pipes, wrenches, baseball bats, even knives if used appropriately. They were the best training tool to show someone unfamiliar with weapons or tactics.

      Yur’l furrowed his brow, examining Frank’s rods and then bringing two to life in his own hands. He smiled with satisfaction.

      “I’ll show you a few moves; however, the fastest way you’ll get the hang of this is practice,” Frank warned Yur’l. “This isn’t going to be easy.”

      “I’m ready.” Yur’l rolled his shoulders, following Frank’s movements of the sticks as he began to practice his base techniques.

      Frank was pleasantly surprised with Yur’l. The Gleason learned quickly, always listening in and correcting himself immediately when Frank called anything out. Even as the two sparred, what Yur’l lacked in raw strength, he made up in strategy.

      Sava had already reviewed body position, balance, striking and blocking stances, and bodily awareness with the novice Knight. Frank focused their time on movements, bringing the baton across, up, and over his key attack points: head, neck, and torso. With violet lights streaking across leaving a trail of light like Fourth of July sparklers, they then explored arcs and full strength swings that would overwhelm an attacker with a barrage of linear and curved strikes.

      The two Arilion Knights worked back and forth, Frank going at fifty percent to match Yur’l’s pace. When the rods struck one another with heavy impact, a spark erupted from the spot of contact, showering them both with dark purple flare showers.

      The Alf protectorates manning the gate and the catwalks made no effort to hide the fact that they were watching with keen interest. A few times as bursts of sparks erupted from the sticks striking one another, gasps from the Alf onlookers echoed around them. It seemed to spur Yur’l on, so Frank didn’t hold back.

      Time and time again, Frank put Yur’l on his back or rapped his knuckle holding the stick. Time and time again, Yur’l picked himself back off the ground or grimaced at the pain in his knuckles. Never did he complain or ask for the lesson to be stopped.

      Over an hour after Frank had entered the courtyard, he called a stop. “You’re going to be all right, old man.”

      Yur’l heaved, wiping at the feathers on his forehead. He allowed his sticks to deconstruct before making for a water bottle he had carried outside with him. Before he drank, he offered it to Frank.

      “Age before beauty.” Frank shook his head, pushing the bottle back to Yur’l. The Gleason took a long draw before handing it off to Frank.

      “Thank you for taking the time to teach me,” Yur’l said, looking Frank dead in the eye. “I mean, I think I should say thank you. You threw a senior citizen to the floor a dozen times and I can’t feel my hands.”

      “You’re going to make a great Knight for Nova Prime, Yur’l.” Frank grinned after swallowing the cool water. “Keep practicing and Sava and I will help you as much as we can.”

      “I do have one more question.” Yur’l furrowed his brow. “What if the conflict calls for a long-range weapon instead of something hand-to-hand?”

      “You construct the biggest thing you feel comfortable with and throw it at them,” Frank said in all seriousness. “I mean, just until you feel comfortable constructing a rifle or something like that.”

      Before Yur’l could say more, the door to the headquarters banged open. Atla rushed outside, still fixing her armor vest to her chest. Her face said it all. “We have a positive ID on Jarl Balder. He’s returned to the location where the Chaos soldiers first touched down, right outside the city.”
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      Adrenaline already began to force itself through Frank’s veins as he opened his comm line. “Elly, Raj, Sava, we have a positive ID on Jarl Balder just outside the city. It’s go time.”

      “Understood,” Sava said.

      “Mmm? Okay,” Elly mumbled.

      “Just one more, just one more minute, Mom,” Raj’s sleepy voice came over the comms. “I just need one more minute.”

      “I’ll get him,” Elly said.

      “Ten minutes,” Frank yelled into the comms. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll have transportation ready to roll for us in five,” Atla said, already shouting orders to her protectorates around the courtyard.

      Frank ran back inside the protectorate headquarters and to the armory where Marine Space Corps One had placed the extra weapons they had brought.

      Frank strapped a Reckoner T9 to his right hip and grabbed a Punisher GS2000 that he carried extra clips for. Sure, he could summon either one of these weapons to his hands in a second, but Marines always prepared for the worst. Jarl had already removed Frank’s vambraces from him once. The nightmare he had had the night before where he found himself without vambraces once again was still too fresh in his mind. He wouldn’t be caught unarmed again. A Marine first, a Knight second.

      Elly and Raj joined him in the armory gearing up alongside Frank a minute later. Raj was still trying to pull on his boots. Elly’s hair was a mess. Magnus trotted in a moment later, yawning and growling something as he did.

      “Do we even want to know what the fur ball is saying?” Raj asked as he checked his weapon’s chamber. “More cursing?”

      “He has a filthy mouth.” Elly shook her head with a sigh. “We really have to figure out how to fix that.”

      “Right. About last night…” Raj started.

      “No.” Elly stole a quick side-eye glance at Frank. “Not right now.” She dismissed Raj and walked toward the door.

      “Do I even want to know?” Frank hazarded an inquiry to Raj.

      “It was an accident. I mean, I was tired. It was dark. She had her hearing aids out to rest her ears or charge a battery, so she couldn’t hear me…”

      “Buddy, don’t make me get HR in on this,” Frank said.

      “Oh! Son of a judge, jury, and executioner, Frank! No. I accidentally started to crawl into her bed...when she was in it sleeping. I lay down and we were nose to nose for a moment. She even draped her arm around me until…” Raj recounted his harrowing tale.

      “How are you still alive?” Frank teased.

      “We both realized what was going on. I didn’t know if she was in my bed, if I was in hers. She kicked me and shouted so many crazy-pitched obscenities. At least I think that’s what they were. She wants to know where that Momo gets his potty mouth from–I’ll tell you exactly where he learns those words.” Raj shook his head, making eye contact only with the ground, and ran a hand through the top of his head.

      “Well, I’m glad you made it out alive. After the Chaos Lord and Jarl Balder, I’d hate to lose you to one pissed off Elly Wong.” Frank slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      Frank and the rest of Marine Space Corps One were outside in the courtyard under ten minutes. True to her word, Atla had two black SUV-type vehicles waiting for them.

      In one sat a tactical squad of vigilant, stoic Alf, all wearing black armor toe to long necks and helmets with screened visors. Atla referred to them as the “best she had.” The other vehicle was ready for Frank and the others.

      The pair of  blackout vehicles were allowed out of the gates and through the crowd that was just beginning to gather outside of the protectorate headquarters for another day of demonstration.

      “Got to love ‘em.” Raj shook his head and stared at those with signs and megaphone-type tech outside of the windows. “They’ll show up to yell and spit in our face but won’t lift a finger to do anything about the actual problem.”

      The inky convoy sped through the city with their yellow and green lights flashing off and on in the early morning hour. The vibration the vehicle sent out instead of the siren was just as alarming. The lanes on the city streets were beginning to clog with traffic, making their journey more difficult. The driver swerved around civilian vehicles that didn’t get out of his way in time.

      “I’m going to link you into our comm channel so you know what’s going on in real time,” Atla said, turning around in her front passenger side seat. “Don’t get me wrong; I appreciate all of your help, but let’s make one thing clear. Jarl Balder is responsible for his crimes against the Alf people and the city protectorates first. When we bring him in, he stands trial to us first, and then if there’s anything left, you can do with him as you see fit.”

      “As firm as you may be,” Sava said. leaning forward from her seat next to Frank, “the Arilion take precedence over any planet or even galaxy authority, for that matter. He attacked one of our own and is a wider threat than just your city or planet. If he survives long enough for us to bring him in, we will be taking him into our custody.”

      For a moment, an immovable object met an unstoppable force. The Draconian Knight and the Alf captain glared at one another.

      “Holy crap, I wish I had some popcorn right now,” Elly breathed from her seat between Raj and Yur’l.

      “You know things are bad when I’m playing peacemaker,” Frank said, clearing his throat and sitting up straight in his seat. “Maybe there’s a way we can both get our way. Jarl Balder will pay for both his crimes against the city and the universe. Come on, ladies; we’re on the same side here. Are we really going to argue who gets to punish our bad guy first? And let’s not count our Gleason before they hatch; we have to actually capture Jarl first.”

      Both women directed their attention at Yur’l.

      Yur’l frowned, looking uncomfortably back at them. “What? We don’t really hatch from eggs. Frank’s just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “As long as he pays for his crimes,” Atla said, turning back in her seat. “That’s what should be most important to all of us, that justice has the last word this day.”

      “He’ll pay,” Sava agreed. “On my scales, he’ll pay.”

      The rest of the conversation was cut short as chatter came over the comm channel. It was a gruff female voice reporting in from the area just outside the city where Jarl had been spotted.

      “We have visual on the target,” the voice reported in. “He’s wearing a coat with a hood over his head, but there’s no mistaking the orange glow coming from his forearms. He seems to be just walking around and examining the sight.”

      “Roger that,” Atla said. “We’re four minutes out. You are to hold and wait for our arrival.”

      “Understood,” the female said.

      “He’s alone out in the open?” Frank asked, feeling a cringe reach his mouth. “He knows better than this. There’s something wrong. We’re walking into another trap.”

      “It’s not like he’s given us much of an option,” Atla responded, sitting straighter in her own seat. “When we get there, I’ll have my men form a perimeter. We can reassess the situation once we’re there.”

      “This is Sergeant Moon for the captain.” A new male voice entered the comms. “Come in, Captain.”

      “Go ahead,” Atla answered.

      “Captain, I’m positioned at the target’s home and I have visual on the target. He’s wearing a long cloak and a hood, but I can see the orange glow from his vambraces coming from his forearms.”

      Frank looked at Sava. The large Draconian lifted her lip in a toothy growl.

      “Understood, there’s no way this could be someone masquerading as Jarl?” Atla asked into her comms. “I need a one hundred percent confirmation on this one, Sergeant Moon.”

      “I understand, Captain,” Sergeant Moon’s voice sounded strained, as if he were leaning in further to get a better look. “Confirm glowing vambraces; it’s definitely an Alf, but the hood he’s wearing is covering a confirmed facial recognition.”

      “He’s dividing us on purpose,” Yur’l spoke from the back seat. “He understands he can’t take all of us, but maybe he thinks he can defeat half of us in a fight.”

      Frank turned around, impressed that Yur’l had spoken up and more impressed that he had said exactly what Frank was thinking. “Not bad for a retired accountant.”

      “It’s just numbers.” Yur’l grinned. “Numbers, I can understand.”

      “We split up then and take him and whatever accomplice he has roped into this with him,” Sava said, clenching her fists. “All of this sneaking around and games has made me thirsty for blood. Let’s find him and be done with it.”

      “I’ll go back with Yur’l and Space Marine Corps One,” Frank decided. “Sava, you Atla and the rest of the Alf keep going forward. Whoever has the real Jarl, the rest of the team will link up with them when we find out for sure. We can’t afford to lose him this time. If he wants us divided, he’s still going to get more than he bargained for.”

      Atla nodded, ordering her driver to pull over as she issued her orders over the comms. “Elly, I’ll send you the coordinates of his home in the city to your smart pad. You use this vehicle with our driver.”

      Both their vehicle and the vehicle that followed them pulled over as one. As Atla and Sava left their SUV, the latter looked at Frank with concern in her eye. “I’m going to fly the rest of the way to the site right outside of the city. We’ll know in a few minutes whether it’s Jarl we face there or an imposter. I won’t be far behind.”

      “Understood, but every minute could count,” Frank said, feeling frustration well in his chest. “We need to catch this guy, today.”

      “Be careful,” Sava said. Not waiting for a reply, she took to the sky in a burst of purple energy.

      “Well, I guess she’s not waiting for a ride,” Atla said over the comms.

      The next few minutes were brutal as Frank and his team, made up of Raj, Elly, Yur’l, and Magnus headed for the city location of Jarl’s home. Atla’s vehicle followed after Sava’s purple streak that marked her passage in the sky.

      Their driver whizzed through the traffic with expert ease, making up ground faster than Frank would have guessed.

      “I’m nearly there. I’m—”

      Sava’s voice stopped abruptly as if she had all of a sudden been put on mute.

      “Sava, Sava, come in,” Frank said into his comms. A feeling of dread descended on him like morning dew. “Elly?”

      Elly punched her data pad furiously, not even looking up from her screen. “This is still all new to me, but if I’m reading this right, it looks like there’s been a large EMP blast from the location right outside the city.”

      “Atla, can you hear me?” Frank asked.

      “I can,” Atla’s voice sounded hard over the comms. “Sava was ahead of us, so if it was an EMP blast, her comm must have been fried before our own. We’re less than a minute out now. We’ll have answers soon.”

      Frank was torn; should he go back and make sure Sava was all right or should he trust the Draconian could handle herself and move on? His decision was made for him as, in the next moment, two things happened at once.

      “We’re here.” Their Alf driver pulled onto a deserted street where all the houses were charred skeletons.

      The street was abandoned, save a lone black vehicle parked around a corner. An Alf – Sergeant Moon, Frank figured – exited his vehicle along with his partner.

      The houses on this street were in various states of disrepair; the ones in the middle of the block had received the worst of the damage, practically annihilated. The houses on the outside edges showed fewer signs of being burnt. Charred trees and shrubs dotted the area, giving the neighborhood an eerie feel.

      As soon as Frank was able to process what he was seeing in front of them, a blast went off somewhere nearby.

      BOOM!

      Immediately, their comms went dead as well as the still running vehicle their Alf driver manned.

      “My smart pad is dead,” Elly said from her seat. “Another EMP must have—”

      “Watch out!” Raj yelled from his seat.

      A burnt-orange missile streaked toward them from somewhere down the block. Frank had no time to form any kind of plan; all he could do was react. His first instinct was to put a protective barrier between them and the approaching missile.

      The orange missile collided with a purple brick wall Frank erected right in front of their vehicle. The result was an explosion that sent purple bricks and a shockwave of force into their transport, upending it and throwing it across the street.

      One second Frank was sitting in the protectorate vehicle behind the driver trying to throw up a barrier in time, the next thing he knew he was bleeding from a cut across his forehead and sitting upside down.

      The vehicle now lay on its roof. The smell of smoke choked the air. Dark clouds of smoke came in through broken windows from the engine that flamed with bright red fire. Frank was still trying to make sense of what was happening. His mind felt muddled and slow as he tried in vain to form a plan.

      “Is, is everyone all right?” Raj gasped from his seat in the rear of the vehicle.

      Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat

      Sounds of weapon fire being traded echoed somewhere behind the smoldering unit. Smoke was now beginning to pour into the vehicle, making the occupants cough in panic.

      Move, just start moving, Frank told himself. You have to get them out of this ticking time bomb and to cover.

      Ignoring the pounding in his head, Frank reached for his seatbelt and let himself fall to the roof of the vehicle “Come on, Elly, Yur’l, Alf driver guy who I should probably know the name of, we have to get out of here.”

      “My, my arm, I think it’s broken,” Elly coughed.

      “We’ll get her,” Yur’l said from his spot on all fours in the rear of the SUV next to Raj. “We’ll get her out if you get the driver.”

      The thick smoke made Frank’s eyes tear. He placed a hand over his mouth as the sounds of screaming started, then immediately stopped outside.

      “We got to get you out of here, buddy,” Frank said, crawling on all fours to the area next to the driver. One look and Frank knew the driver was unconscious. His eyes were closed and a welt on his forehead already forming into a knot.

      This close to the Alf, he also realized he knew the protectorate. It was the same one he had helped after the attack on the headquarters. The same Alf he had used Raj’s healing gun on.

      Frank coughed again, his lungs filling with smoke. The flames licking at the roof of the upside down vehicle had grown to double their size. Still Frank unbuckled the driver, allowing him to fall from his seat, and began dragging him out of the front passenger window that had broken when they landed upside down.

      He was a big guy but a good guy, and Frank hated to see him like this. He had already suffered once at the hands of Jarl and yet here he was again, driving right into the fray once more.

      Frank’s oxygen level was dangerously low, to the point that thinking was out of the picture. He only had time to react, relying on his instinct and intuition. Calling on his strength, he dragged the driver out of the burning vehicle and placed him a safe distance away.

      Coughing racked his body as Frank wiped his burning red eyes over and over again. A new wave of blood drenched his vision from the head wound he had received in the accident.

      “Frank!” Raj’s yell was followed by a spattering of weapons fire. He recognized the weapon. A Reckoner T9 was being fired on the opposite side of the burning vehicle.

      Elly screamed.
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      Frank pushed himself to his feet and ran around the burning vehicle in a shell-shocked haze. The smoke coming from the vehicle rose to the morning sky in dark angry grey billows.

      It didn’t matter now that Frank’s eyes stung so bad from the smoke he could barely see. He ignored the pain in his head. The fact that his lungs burned all the way up to his throat became irrelevant as well; his brothers and sisters needed him now.

      His Punisher GS2000 was lost somewhere in the accident. Frank had his Reckoner T9 at his hip and his vambraces thrummed with pent-up aggression. Frank brought a weapon he was familiar with to his hands. Constructed from purple energy, a M16A4. Frank sighted down the barrel as he turned the corner around the smoldering SUV.

      Elly was across the street from the vehicle, cradling her right arm. Her face contorted in a mix of pain and fear. Her helmet was lopsided, smoke stained her horrified face, and her teeth were clenched as she grimaced though the pain. Magnus stood in front of her, baring his teeth.

      Across from them and standing in the middle of the T intersection was Jarl Balder. He wore his standard tactical protectorate uniform with a bloody Yur’l in the crook of his left elbow. Yur’l’s head was bowed, his body unmoving. Frank could see the blood dripping off the Gleason’s head.

      Across from them and opposite Elly, Raj stood with his Reckoner T9 pointed at Jarl. The vehicle holding the other two Alf protectorates was still there. The two city protectorates who had been sent to stake out the building lay motionless on the ground.

      “I told you I’d take everything from you,” Jarl yelled to Frank from his position five meters away. Jarl motioned over his shoulder to a floating onyx orb hovering in place. The orb was just like the ones the reporters had used at the entrance to the city protectorates’ headquarters. “This feed is live and going out to the entire city. It’ll go out to the galaxy and the universe beyond in the next few hours.”

      “Let them go.” Frank ignored the bait Jarl had laid for him. Anger needed to be harnessed and used right now, not allowed to run wild. “You and I started something. Let’s you and I finish it.”

      “Oh, we will,” Jarl said through clenched teeth. He pointed to Elly and then Yur’l. “Your friends are already paying for the crimes of the Arilion. I didn’t know you had initiated another follower in your ranks, a Gleason no less. You should have taught him better. When I attacked, he tried to fight me off with sticks.”

      Frank caught movement from Yur’l. Ever so slightly, Yur’l angled his neck to his right half an inch, putting his beak in line with Jarl’s left rib cage.

      “I think our Gleason knows exactly what to do,” Frank said, zeroing in on Jarl’s antlered head. “Yur’l, now!”

      Yur’l opened his honey-orange beak and chomped down on Jarl’s exposed left side. At the same time, Raj opened fire with his Reckoner. Frank thought about doing the same; instead, he allowed his weapon to dissipate and used his Will to channel everything into his speed.

      “ARGH!” Jarl screamed in pain as Yur’l came away with a mouthful of meaty flesh.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Raj walked forward, sending well-placed round after well-placed round at his target’s head and center mass.

      Jarl had just enough time to erect a burnt orange shield in front of him with his right arm. Raj’s rounds bounced off the energy shield like rocks being thrown at a tank.

      A bloody Yur’l was released and fell to his knees.

      Frank saw all of this as he charged like a linebacker with a free shot on the opposing quarterback. Both Yur’l and Raj had afforded the distraction Frank needed. With every ounce he could put forth, Frank crossed the paved street and slammed into Jarl with so much force the two combatants flew down the street and into an incinerated house on the right side of the street.

      Frank had played football. He understood that just like punching someone, the intent should be pushing through them, not stopping once they’ve been hit. The same thing applied if he really wanted to pile drive someone with a tackle. All Jarl had accomplished with his attacks on him and his friends so far was fueling Frank’s desire to see an end to Jarl’s maleficence. Using this tackling method while channeling the pent-up power coming from his vambraces made Frank a battering ram.

      Driving Jarl across the street and into a house was just the beginning. The house, already weakened by the fire, crumpled in on the two men. The air in Frank’s chest was forced out of him as he drove Jarl to the ground amongst the debris and ashes rising to meet them.

      Frank could feel Jarl’s body grow slack the moment after impact. Frank wasn’t the forgiving type, especially when his friends were the target. Walls and the rest of the roof of the house were still caving in as Frank lifted himself off the ground, throwing a wall that had fallen on him to the side.

      “You wanted a fight, come on.” Frank looked down at Jarl, taking a step back. “Well, get up. You have a fight.”

      Jarl gasped for air as he gathered himself. His left side still bled. He looked dazed as if Frank’s move had been enough to give him a serious concussion.

      “You’re—you’re so cocky.” Jarl spat blood to his left. “I beat you once. I’m going to do it again.”

      “You blindsided me once.” Frank lifted his fists in front of him, channeling energy into each hand from his vambraces. They glowed with power. “Let’s see how you like it.”

      Frank was done talking; in his animalistic frenzy, he abandoned all words as he closed the distance, pummeling Jarl with his fists.

      Jarl’s own fists lit up with orange energy as the two combatants went at it. With fists of glowing fury lighting up the dark skeleton of a home, burnt orange and violet comets flew through the air slamming into each combatant. After a few moments, Frank knew his adversary would have to try a different approach if he wanted to pull out a win.

      Frank connected with a right to Jarl’s slender jaw and a left to his eye socket; each blow made stronger by the force channeled through his vambraces. If Jarl had not been defending himself with his own orange protective covering over his body like a second skin, each blow Frank landed would have been more than enough to break bones and tear muscle.

      Jarl understood he was on the ropes as Frank stalked forward, connecting with shots to his ribcage. Frank then witnessed his enemy’s desperate move as he formed an orange globe of energy between his hands. The next moment, he hurled the basketball-sized ball of force at Frank’s chest.

      Frank telegraphed the move, allowing him to prepare for the blast and form his own counter. Instead of being blasted back, Frank caught the stream of orange energy in his own outstretched hands. The orange beam battered at Frank’s outstretched palms. Sparks crackled and hissed to life as Frank stopped the force, then created his own beam of force raging against Jarl’s.

      Not this time, Frank shouted to himself in his head. Not this time!

      “Raaaaaaa!” Frank clenched his teeth and roared as he beat back the counter beam of energy with his own. His feet skidded back in the debris-covered ground as the force required to maintain the energy being doled out took its toll.

      Frank fought for footing in the midst of the battered home. He couldn’t see Jarl past the fantastic light show they were engaged in creating. But he imagined the Alf was in the same position; muscles burning, arms quivering.

      A fantastic bloom of blinding white light erupted from where the orange and purple beams met, blowing through what was left of the room.

      “Is that all you got!?!” Jarl screamed over the distance that had opened between the two contestants. “Is that all you got, Frank!??”

      The way Jarl spoke, the gasps he used to taunt him, Frank understood Jarl was even more gassed than he was. The play now was to try and get into Frank’s head.

      Like so many times before, music began to play in Frank’s mind as his body burned and his Will pushed him to new feats he never thought possible.

      “I’m a survivor. I’m not going to give up!” Frank roared. From his fingers to his shoulders, his arms quivered. Still, he put one foot in front of the other as he recited the lyrics. “I will survive. Keep on surviving!”

      BOOM!

      Jarl had had enough. His orange beam of force failed him and Frank’s burst caught him in the chest. The violet stream slammed Jarl back through the backyard of the house and into the opposing house on the other side.

      Frank let his arms fall to his sides, breathing hard. Sweat dampened his brow. He swallowed, except he didn’t have enough spit to perform the act properly. Already he was gearing up to go another round if that was what would be required.

      Jarl was on his knees, his head tilted down. His body armor had been shredded from his torso to his waist. A steaming mass of flesh now stood in its place. Tendrils of smoke and steam rose from his body.

      Frank squared his stance, ready for anything.

      “You’re going—going to need more than that.” Jarl pushed the words past his lips as he struggled to his feet.

      If it was possible to want to kill someone and yet admire their fight, Frank felt that in this moment. Jarl was clearly done; still, he was pushing his way back to his feet. The Alf would have made one heck of an Arilion Knight if things had happened differently.

      “I’ll kill you,” Frank warned Jarl as the Alf finally succeeded in gaining his feet. “Whether I want to or not, if you keep pushing this fight, this will be your end. Is this what your wife and son would have wanted for you?”

      “I’m going to rip your tongue out of your mouth for even mentioning them,” Jarl screamed, spittle, drool, and blood flying out in his rage, and gathering more of his fear energy around him in waves. “I’m not done yet. I’m not—”

      Jarl’s next words were ended by one of the strangest things Frank had ever seen. A giant electric violet egg as big as a blimp standing on its side appeared out of nowhere and crushed Jarl beneath its weight.

      Frank followed the lines of energy to his right where a bloodied and beaten Yur’l stood on his feet, straining to maintain the construct.

      “You—you told me if I got into a fight to create the biggest thing I was comfortable with and throw it at him,” Yur’l said, his chest heaving with the exertion of maintaining a construct this size. “I lied; Gleason are hatched from eggs.”

      “My man.” Frank grinned despite himself. “You can relax now. I think you crushed him with your giant egg.”

      “Oh good.” Yur’l released his hold on his construct, slumping forward. “You and Sava make that look easier than it really is. My hip is about to go out again.”

      Frank looked over, ready to laugh at the Gleason, only he wasn’t sure whether that was a joke or not, so he kept his mouth shut. Instead, he looked over to where a crumpled Jarl Balder lay on the ground. He was unmoving for now, but whether he was playing possum, actually dead, or just unconscious was yet to be determined.

      Raj and Elly joined the group a moment later. Elly’s right arm was in a sling, while Raj supported her from the other side. Magnus followed beside Elly.

      “Was that Destiny’s Child you were singing a second ago?” Elly slurred her words a bit. A smile on her face and half closed eyes told Frank Raj had given her a happy shot for the pain. “I swear I heard someone singing Destiny’s Child a minute ago.”

      “Yeah, well, the lyrics were spot on. Don’t judge me, Wong.” Frank teased his friend calling her by her last name. “You two should stay back until we know he’s done.”

      Frank crossed the distance between himself and the prone figure of Jarl Balder. The Alf’s vambraces still glowed their orange hue, but his body was unmoving. Frank constructed a Glock 21 in his right hand, ready to unload his clip in Jarl’s skull if the terrorist that cost Heron his legs tried anything.

      Yur’l sidled up to Frank, looking down at Jarl’s still body. “Did we—did we kill him?”

      “First, there’s no ‘we’ here. You’re the one that dropped a giant Cadbury Egg on his antlers,” Frank said out of the corner of his mouth. “I think he’s still alive. I can see his chest move in time with his breathing. Slide off his vambraces. He’ll still be dangerous without them but not nearly as much as before.”

      Yur’l licked his beak, reaching forward to tear off the vambraces with one pull. He stopped short and took a step back. “Maybe you should do it, in case he wakes up from being knocked out or something.”

      “I can’t, I’m covering you.” Frank motioned with the weapon in his hand. “Just pull it off quick, like a band aid.”

      Yur’l swallowed hard, and to his credit, the Gleason knelt down and slipped first one and then the other vambrace off of Jarl’s forearms. The Alf didn’t make a move. Frank knelt down next to his foe to make sure he was in fact still breathing.

      Jarl’s shallow breathing was still present. Blood dripped from the bite mark at his side as well as the battered and raw chest where Frank’s beam had struck him. A dozen other smaller wounds crossed his arms and face.

      “Let’s find Sava and Atla and head back home,” Frank said, already thinking of how they would imprison such a threat.
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      Convincing Atla that Jarl should be held at the Den took a small miracle. The Alf captain had only been swayed when Frank promised her he would be held for crimes first against Chesha and the trial would take place on her own world. Only after Frank had crossed his heart was Atla willing to allow Frank and the rest of Marine Space Corps One to travel back to the Den via the gateway.

      Jarl had been placed in a maximum security cell deep within the Den Frank didn’t even know existed. His vambraces were kept on a completely separate floor in a state-of-the-art container Elly helped design.

      Unless someone brought Jarl his vambraces, there would be no way for him to regain his power. Through the entire process of transferring him to his new cell, Jarl was medicated courtesy of Raj with a sedative that would ensure he stayed compliant while they transferred him.

      Sava, Frank, and General Breaker stood in the War Room overlooking the gateway below. It seemed it was Frank’s lot in life to always be tired and hungry.

      “The cloaked figure we thought might have been Jarl at the location outside the city proved only to be one of his misled followers,” Sava said with a shake of her head. It was clear she was angered at having missed the fight. “I made easy work of Jarl’s disciple. The orange glows on his forearms were nothing more than light sticks he had fastened to himself. Pathetic.”

      “Atla’s team also confirmed there were small EMPs that went off at each location frying out comms,” Frank told the general. “We should set up an emissary between the Alf and the Den. They’re smart allies to have and I promised Atla Jarl would stand trial on her planet before any other.”

      “How generous of you, Major Wolffe,” General Breaker said in a hard tone. “I agree the Alf should be counted among our allies in this ever-expanding universe we’ve discovered. The Neeve, however, are going to want to take their pound of flesh for what happened to Heron.”

      “Trust me, I agree.” Frank nodded along with the general’s words. “But Jarl killed his own people first. Or maybe we need to start thinking of something more unilateral; one trial to stand accountable for the total actions. Ah, I don’t know. I’m too tired and too hungry to think. How’s Elly?”

      “Her bone is set and with the advanced technology we have at our disposal now, thanks to Sava and her people, she’s going to heal quickly.” General Breaker drummed his metal hand on the table in front of him. There was quite clearly something bothering the general.

      “Are you going to make us ask, sir?” Frank held himself in check. “What’s wrong?”

      “The fact that Jarl Balder was so brazen in his confrontation with you.” General Breaker breathed heavily through his nose as he struggled to place puzzle pieces together. “He knew he was going to go up against tremendous odds and still he lured you out.”

      “He divided our forces,” Sava reminded the general.

      “I know. Still, even with your forces divided, he had to know his chances of victory were still in jeopardy,” General Breaker responded.

      “Well, I guess we can ask him what he was thinking when he wakes up.” Frank rose from his seat, stretching his aching muscles. “I have a date tonight with an Empress. If it’s okay with you, General, I need a shower before she arri—”

      Motion from the room below them where the sphere hovered in place cut off Frank’s words. A gateway appeared with its golden arch shimmering to life. The steel barricade and the blue force field inside the Den covering the gateway would keep anyone out that was unwanted.

      “This is Empress Vega from Atmos requesting entrance to the Den,” Vega said as her lavender-hued face appeared on a monitor both next to the sphere in the chamber below and on a wall in the War Room.

      “Wow, this is new.” Frank raised his eyebrows. “Tax dollars hard at work. I like it.”

      “Permission granted,” General Breaker answered. He directed his attention down to the engineers manning the sphere below. “Open the barricade and lower the force field.”

      A crisp “yes sir” followed his command as the steel plates guarding the entrance to the Den receded into their metal arch that mirrored the gateways. The blue energy field also lowered on command.

      Vega stepped through the gateway a moment later. Frank looked over at General Breaker, who nodded to him, even though he had yet to ask his question. “Go ahead, Frank. And good job.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Frank said as he made for the door and down the pair of steps leading to the floor beneath.

      As Frank rounded the corner to the landing, Vega caught his eyes. She wore a simple slim white suit with gold details. The lapels were open to reveal a hint of neck line and décolletage. Frank could see a line of gold curve around her collar bones and down her chest. Her house sigil of a thunderbird in front of crossed thunderbolts emblazoned on the right side of her chest. Her hair was pulled back to reveal her pointed ears. Her petite frame was held taller by the pointed toe ankle boots she wore. The most beautiful part was not what she wore or didn’t wear.

      She beamed at Frank a smile that gave him strength and made him smile in return. They embraced one another, not caring who saw or didn’t see. Their relationship wasn’t a secret. Frank pressed his lips quickly to hers in greeting.

      “You look like you’ve just gotten back yourself,” Vega said, taking a step back to observe him while still holding his hands. “Did you catch him?”

      “We caught him,” Frank nodded. “How’s Heron?”

      “That historian never ceases to impress me,” Vega said with a sad smile. “He’s already insisting we create a means of transportation for him so he can get back to his books. He insists that there has to be a way in the universe to let him walk again.”

      “I’m sure there is.” Frank grinned at the thought of Heron chomping at the bit to get out of bed and begin researching a means to walk again. “If you think he’s ready, I’m sure General Breaker can send a team to get him set up with a wheelchair for now until we figure out a way for him to walk.”

      “I think he’d like that very much.” Vega grinned. “But he’s sleeping now and there’s nothing we can start on till morning. Right now, I’d like to spend time with my boyfriend.”

      “I feel like a kid again when we call each other boyfriend and girlfriend.” Frank looked around the room at everyone trying not to stare. “But as much as I’m not afraid of public affection, we should probably go somewhere more private. You know, Las Vegas isn’t that far away from the Hoover Dam. We can go to a show or dinner, maybe do some gambling.”

      “I doubt General Breaker will be keen on me leaving the Den.” Vega laughed as Frank’s boyish charm rubbed off on her.

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” Frank grabbed Vega’s hand as they ran up the steps to go back through the War Room and find an elevator to the upper levels. “Just let me do all the talking.”

      When Frank and Vega entered the War Room, General Breaker and Sava rose from their seats to extend a welcome. That is, they were about to before General Breaker paused and touched a finger to his ear.

      “What’s that? He’s awake?” A scowl crossed the general’s face.

      Half of Frank wanted to keep going, to pass an easy smile, and sneak out of the War Room.

      What if Jarl is awake? Frank tried to reason with himself. You did your part; you brought him in. It’s time for judges and juries to step in.

      Frank could feel Vega’s grip on his hands tighten.

      “I understand,” General Breaker said into his comm unit. “We’ll be right there.”

      The general’s face said it all. He didn’t even have to open his mouth and Frank would have bet his paycheck for the year he knew what was coming next.

      “Hello, Empress.” General Breaker nodded in her direction. “I’m glad to see you again. I’m afraid your coming coincided with a time we need Major Wolffe. It seems Jarl Balder has woken and Frank is the only one he’s willing to talk to.”
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      The cell Jarl Balder had been placed in was unlike any kind of cell Frank had seen before. The Alf was in a five-meter-square room with another square cage set in the middle of the chamber. Thick blue beams of light ran parallel to one another, making up the cage that restrained Jarl.

      The square was a ten by ten cell with a bed on one side and toilet on the other. Frank was let into the room by a single steel door where a pair of Marines stood on the opposite side. There were cameras mounted in each corner of the room to gain every angle possible.

      “Look at this.” Frank motioned to the laser beams keeping Jarl in his cage. “I didn’t even know we had this tech. I need to find out whoever’s in charge of improvements in here and give them a hand. I mean, a laser cage? That’s some science fiction stuff right there.”

      Jarl rose from his seat on his bed. He approached the laser wall, smiling at Frank as he did. “You think you’ve won, haven’t you?”

      “I mean, you got squashed by a giant Gleason egg.” Frank shrugged, walking around the cell. “I don’t think we so much won as crushed you. How’s your chest, by the way?”

      “I like you, Frank.” Jarl laughed, shaking his head. “I like you because you’re a true believer. You’ve been drinking the punch for so long, you actually think you’re one of the good guys when the truth is staring you right in the face. You’re the problem.”

      “Listen, I have a hot date waiting for me,” Frank said, cocking his head to the side and lifting an eyebrow. “You said you’d only talk to me, so talk. And I don’t have time for one of your sermons. If you have something to say, say it or I’m gone.”

      “Easy, Frank,” General Breaker said via his comms. “If he has anything we can use, we want to get it out of him before he’s turned over to the Alf.”

      General Breaker, Vega, and Sava were all watching the interaction between Frank and Jarl from a separate room that played the camera feeds.

      “Oh, I do have something to tell you, Frank Wolffe,” Jarl said, intentionally using Frank’s full name and emphasizing letter to rattle him. “It starts with a question really. Do you think I’d do this all alone?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t peg you as the sharpest tool in the shed.” Frank shrugged. Frank disdained bullies, hurt or not. Jarl was no different from any other tyrant who lashed out. “So yeah, maybe you would. I mean, outside of those mercenaries who wore your orange symbol of fear.”

      Jarl gave Frank a look that sent a chill down his spine before he met it with a sneer of his own. If Jarl wanted to try to scare Frank, he was barking up the wrong Marine.

      “I understand the odds I’m up against taking on a pair of Arilion Knights, let alone three now,” Jarl said, catching Frank’s attention as he turned to leave the room. “You see, I’ve been recruiting, Frank. There are others out there the Arilion Knights abandoned, others willing to take up the cause and wear their own newly forged vambraces.”

      “You couldn’t do that. There wasn’t enough starbone, to make more.” Frank hated the fact that he had to turn around and play Jarl’s game; still, he knew that every ounce of information he could get from the terrorist alien could prove useful, maybe even save lives in the future. “How did you even form them? You murdered the Alf follower of Tal who made yours for you.”

      “What if there was enough starbone to make two, even three, four, or more vambraces?” Jarl grinned, folding his arms over his chest. “What if I memorized the old Alf’s spell and the item she used so I could perform my own binding. What if you even know the person I chose to bind them to?”

      Up until now, Frank had been trying to figure out if Jarl was lying. But there was a resoluteness in his tone of voice, an insanity in his bright blue eyes that told Frank that wasn’t the case.

      “Who?” Frank felt anger building in him like a volcano, then exploded. Without thinking of the consequences, Frank formed a slender purple rope from his right vambrace. The rope snaked through the laser bars holding Jarl in his cell and tightened around Jarl’s throat. Frank squeezed, in a mix of anger and fear of who Jarl was speaking of. “No more tricks; who is it!?’

      Jarl grabbed at the purple rope, trying to pry the construct from his throat as he choked on his next words. “You—know—who.”

      “Frank—Frank, let him go,” General Breaker’s voice sounded over the comms. “Frank, we need him!”

      “Who, tell me who!” Frank screamed as he choked the life out of Jarl. The most disturbing part of the whole thing was that somewhere in the back of Frank’s mind, he knew he was fine with killing the Alf right there and then. He was tired of the games. He thought he had saved everyone he cared for and now this lunatic was promising more pain. “Who, who is it, you piece of filth? Who did you lie to?”

      Colonel Breaker’s voice still sounded in the comms, but Frank was beyond all reason or rational thought. It was a very short list of who Jarl could have equipped with a pair of orange vambraces bearing the symbol of Tal. There was only one face he still remembered so full of fear.

      BANG!

      The cell door burst open. General Breaker ran into the room alongside the two Marines who had been outside on guard duty. Sava and Vega followed in their wake.

      “Frank, stop,” General Breaker ordered.

      Jarl’s face had gone from his normal rust-colored red to a light shade of blue. The Alf fell to his knees, unable to breathe, let alone talk.

      “OK, that’s enough. Get him off,” General Breaker ordered.

      Each Marine grabbed one of Frank’s arms and tried to wrestle him away. Even with their combined strength, Frank was too much for them. They didn’t even succeed in pushing him back, let alone make him release the hold on his rope construct.

      General Breaker grabbed Frank’s right arm, holding the construct, and pulled, trying to release Frank’s hold around Jarl’s throat. “That’s an order, Major Wolffe, let him go!”

      Sava stood in the corner of the room, content to let Frank kill Jarl.

      “Frank, Frank.” Vega ran to stand in front of Frank. She grabbed his face in her hands and forced him to look at her. “You have to stop this. We kill when killing needs to be done. But right here, right now, you’re crossing a line.” Her radiant orchid eyes full of ferocity and tenderness pierced his. The animal in her recognized the animal in him, and for an instant, his rage focused. “And I will follow you over that line. We’ll kill Jarl. We can fight our way out of the Den. We can start a new war. We can kill our prisoners. But is that what you want?”

      Vega’s voice was so firm, so unwavering, Frank was stunned by the honesty of her words.

      She’d die for you right here, right now, Frank. This is the kind of woman you have in your life. What kind of man can you be for her?

      Frank dropped his right arm, his construct evaporating. Tears stung his eyes. “I’m—I’m sorry.”

      Jarl fell to all fours, heaving in huge lungfuls of air.

      “I would have been fine letting him die.” Sava shrugged from her place in the corner of the room. “He’s a dead man already. If the Alf don’t execute him after a trial, the Neeve will.”

      “You get yourself together.” Colonel Breaker grabbed Frank by the back of the neck. “I need you, Major Wolffe. We all need each other if we’re going to survive the coming future.”

      A strange wheezing chuckle came from Jarl as he rolled onto his back. “I think—I think Frank might have already figured out who it is, but the rest of you still have no idea. This is just the beginning. A new order of knights has begun.”

      “Who, who’s he talking about?” Vega searched Frank’s eyes for understanding.

      Before he could answer, Sava cocked her head to the side and concentrated on the incoming message along with General Breaker. For just the two of them to be contacted over the comms, Frank assumed it had to be something big.

      “We’re on our way,” General Breaker said as he followed Sava, who had already run out the cell room. He glanced over his shoulder at the Marine still holding Frank. “Let him go. Frank, Empress Vega, you two should come with me.”

      The sharp tone in his voice, the fact that Sava didn’t even say a word and instead fled the room confirmed something was quite seriously wrong. His stomach dropped and his face fell cold as the icy realization of the truth of Jarl’s words began to come to fruition.

      Jarl’s voice followed them down the hall as they ran to catch up with Sava. “Your day of reckoning has come, Arilion! Your day of reckoning has come!”

      Frank raced through the Den with Vega right behind him. They followed General Breaker to the information room Sava had set up to connect them to the universal database.

      The Draconian already stood there with broad, forest green shoulders to the doorway, staring up at one of the massive screens containing a live feed from a news station on her home planet of Brytanna. Frank came around to watch alongside her. She wore a look on her face Frank had never seen. Usually, one could count on Sava to be a fearless, savage leader. Fear was plainly on her face now.

      Sava ran to the control desk and raised the volume on the main screen. A male Draconian was speaking into a camera. Behind him, a massive building went up in flames.

      “I repeat, the Capitol Building is under attack. We’re unsure at this point if it is from an external force or an internal one. My sources tell me the left side of the Capitol erupted in a ball of orange flame just a few minutes ago. We’re first on the scene and there—hold on a minute.”

      The reporter pressed his thick clawed hand to his right ear just below his horn. Behind him, people were running and shouting; further behind them, an iron fence hedged in by bushes guarded a stonework building alive with fire.

      “There has been no word about the Prime; he was in the Capitol Building when the attack happened—”

      BLAT! BLAT BLAT! BLAT! BLAT!

      More screaming followed the sounds of gunfire as the reporter ducked low out of frame. The cameraman turned his attention to the Capitol Building. Rabid flames consumed the four stories of the square structure; Draconian men and women could be seen scrambling out between a series of pillars at the front.

      Soon, the left side of the building caved in. Foreboding smoke billowed from the blistering flames that licked at the structure. Weapons fire was being traded from a force on the ground to an unseeable assailant.

      The Draconians on the ground pointed their weapons skyward at an orange streak flying through the smoke.

      Frank’s heart dropped as the image of a woman came into view. At first she darted around too quickly to see anything other than an orange flash from her vambraces. She returned fire at the ground forces below.

      Jarl’s warning echoed in Frank’s ears as the news reporter’s voice came back panicked. “There seems—we seem to have a visual on the terrorist attacking the Capitol—this—this isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen.”

      The cameraman tried to zoom in, to get a better view of the woman flying through the air. For a split second, she stilled as she constructed what appeared to be an orange M16M4.

      Her short brunette hair covered her face from the wind whipping around her, yet there was no denying her uniform. She wore the same charcoal fatigues with chest plate armor featuring the same ancient helmet with wings on each side as Frank; the same uniform all of Marine Space Corps One wore.

      “We are—” The off-screen reporter sounded like he was hyperventilating. “We’re getting confirmation now that the Prime, our leader, has been killed in the attack.”

      A deep growl so intense Frank could feel it in his own chest emanated from Sava.

      Frank’s interaction with the Draconian Prime had been fleeting, but even he understood the Draconian people and their alliance had suffered a heavy blow.

      A brief lull in the battle on screen allowed the woman with the orange vambraces and Marine Space Corps One uniform to readjust her attention toward a new target. For the first time, the camera captured the face of this ruthless terrorist.

      Major Lucy Lopez stared with a scowl the likes Frank had never seen amidst plumes of smoke and blood-curdling screaming. Like a wrathful ghost from the past, she hovered in the air. There was no mistaking her fierce eyes or the scar she wore on her face.

      Frank felt Vega’s hand reach for his. He held on to her now like a drowning man on a lifeline.

      An orange flash passed over the cameraman’s screen as he and his camera were annihilated from a bolt sent their way from the newly returned Major Lopez.
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      Don’t you worry the minions (myself and JR Castle) are hard at work cranking on book five in the Gateway Universe.

      Until then you can wet your appetite on book two in the New Arilion Knights Series, Burn the Night!

      Frank Wolffe may or may make an appearance alongside Emma Jackson as they travel down the rabbit hole, hot on the heels of a new threat.
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      I know, don’t shoot the messenger. Hold your fire. Let me explain at least. I didn’t know it was going to be this much of a cliffhanger once I wrote the book. I came to an ending and was like, “Oh, they’re going to go on a rampage after this one.”

      The good news is that we’re releasing a book every four weeks, so that means you won’t have to wait long to find out what happens next. OK, are we good? Still friends?

      This book was a blast for me to write because it felt like a book one to a series even though it’s a book four. I mean that I get to introduce a new villain and a new story arc that will let us get to know our characters better.

      If you haven’t guessed yet, the overarching story is Frank transforming from a selfish, money-hungry playboy to something this universe desperately needs. Alongside this, we’ll get to see the New Order of Arilion Knights being built and shaped to protect the universe.

      If you’re also reading the New Arilion Knights Series, you know I’ve introduced Earth’s Arilion Knight already. Very soon, we’re going to do an epic team-up book with Emma and Frank. I’m so looking forward to writing that book, you have no idea! Maybe Frank goes and helps Emma with a problem. Maybe he mentors her a little? You’ll have to wait and see.

      On the not-book side of things, I had E.coli. Yep, you read that right. It came during the editing phase of this book and pushed me three days behind schedule, but I’ll make it up. Word to the wise, stay away from the salad bar at questionable restaurants; stay very, very far away or you might find yourself living inside your bathroom.

      I’ll spare you the details, but, yeah. Let’s just say it wasn’t pretty. I’m back now, though, getting into the groove of things once more, playing dress-up with my daughter during the day and writing during her naps and at night. She’s sleeping as we speak, it’s 10:00 PM here.

      Just thinking of her right now brings a smile to my face. At two years old, she’s a beast. I mean that in the best way. One day Gateway to the Galaxy and everything you and I are building will be passed down to her and her children and her children’s children. That’s kind of mind-blowing. I feel like I’m giving myself a therapy session right now. Thanks for listening.

      To wrap things up, we have a lot of goodies coming down the pipeline. We just launched our clothing line for the Gateway series. We even got stickers and mugs being made. You can find links on my site or Facebook group I’ll invite you to join.

      Podium Publishing will begin work on bringing the Gateway series to audiobook very soon. They have a great team working for them and we’re excited to have our Intellectual Property available in audio format as well as print and digital.

      We have a custom timeline that will drop to our newsletter subscribers and Facebook group soon. It’ll show where all the stories in the Gateway Universe fall in comparison to one another.

      If you’ve been reading my author notes, you know I always end with the same invitation to connect. Without readers and friends like you, I’m a writer trying to support his family. With my pack, I’m able to do just that. 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 likeminded 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.

      From the bottom of my recently free of E.coli heart, thank you for joining us on this journey. Something tells me if you’ve stuck with me this far, you have a little Arilion Knight in you too.

      Best always,

      Jonathan
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      Well, wasn’t that unexpected? It’s crazy when past mistakes or lost opportunities come back to haunt us. But all things balance. Nothing goes unaccounted for – if not in this life, then perhaps the next.

      I think this one hurt so deep because Major Lopez had become like a chiding older sister to Frank. Is it better to know she’s alive and following a dark path, or better to be gone while still good? The whole MSC1 team has become like family. Even to me!

      I mean, when I’m not in the story developing, there’s a part of me wondering what they’re up to. What are they going to do next? I hope you’ve come to enjoy Frank, Elly, Raj, Heron, Vega, and Sava as much as we have. We appreciate that you keep reading because we get to keep justifying getting to develop and know these characters more. If no one was buying or reading the Gateway books, it would get real awkward real fast if I wrote just to hang out with them… 😜

      When the convoy is attacked and Elly screamed at the end of that chapter, I had to sit back in my chair and process what had just happened. I couldn’t just go on to find out what happens next. Had to prepare myself for whether or not she’d be OK.

      That’s what happens when we let the characters be true to themselves and let their M.O. drive the story along. Even when Frank and Jarl keep duking it out. Part of me was like “Alright, enough already!” but part of me also completely understood: these guys are warriors, fighters. They won’t back down. You could stand them up at the gates of hell, but they won’t back down. (Any Tom Petty fans?)

      So, what’s next for the family? In my experience and in my opinion, there’s a good redemptive story for everyone; it’s just a matter of whether there’s enough time in their lives to see that end. Perhaps we’ll get to see Jarl come to peace with the death of his family; perhaps Yur’l will help him get there. Perhaps Lucy Lopez will get her mind right. Perhaps Frank can rise to the occasion to be the patriarch or older brother leader that the Order and the MSC needs. Though, if he does, it won’t be pretty.

      Family isn’t always pretty. But they’re pretty awesome. Family isn’t always the people with the same last name or those from the same Ancestory.com DNA tree. It can be the ones with whom we choose to align ourselves. Families are the ones we create, the ones we find, or in Frank’s case, the ones who find us.

      Speaking of DNA trees. My mother recently shared her results with us. You see, I come from a big, big family. Thirteen aunts and uncles on my maternal side and five on my paternal. There have been rumors and speculation as to whether we’re from Mexico, Spain, Germany, Poland or who knows. Turns out, it was what none of us expected. Though one of the most unexpected results was Southern Europe – as in Greece. So when I told my husband his wife may or may not (read: may) be a Spartan Queen, he was quite delighted. I know, right?

      More research to come. I’ll keep you posted. Maybe you and I will find we share a branch on the tree, who knows!

      For all the cool findings and new information, it doesn’t impact my family or the way we love, honor, and respect each other. Nor does it change the ways we can grind each other’s gears. I figure, there’s no growth without friction. And no love without grace.

      If you loved the story even a bit as much as we enjoyed writing it, please give that Leave A Review option a minute to let us know what you think.

      This has been fun. No need for the party to end. Head on over to this secret location to keep in touch. There’s a cornucopia of good stuff to come and I don’t want you to suffer from FOMO. Just a sneak peek: more Gateway Universe stories in two upcoming anthologies, logo apparel, and I may or may not be working on some solo content soon.

      Ciao, la mia famiglia!

      jr castle

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
GATEWAY TO THE GALAXY FOUR

FACE TOWARD

EN EMY

JONATHI’N YANEZ - % (JR CASTLE
|





