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 Chapter 1 
 
    6 months after the battle for Hucara 
 
      
 
      
 
    Snow crunched beneath her boot as Avril crouched behind a tree, her silvery white hair blowing in the cold wind. She was waiting for an alien patrol that would be coming this way.  
 
    It had been snowing nonstop for the past week. There was at least a foot of snow, and it would only get deeper as winter progressed. Anyone born on this planet, Damura, was used to it, but outsiders struggled with the extreme temperatures.  
 
    Her men were hiding in the woods. Some waited in the trees for their moment to ambush a Prazore patrol group. There had been recon missions to see how often a patrol came through here. If it went as planned, a patrol should be coming up within the next few minutes. 
 
    “We’re in position,” Jackle said. He was leaned against a tree, trying to see any movement. It was almost impossible to see more than a few feet in front of them due to the blizzard. 
 
    “I don’t see anything yet,” Avril said.  
 
    This ambush would be nearly impossible to pull off if it wasn’t for her unique ability to see. Avril had been born blind and had found a way to see with magic. Instead of seeing in only one direction with her eyes, she could see everything around her, even through the snow.  
 
    Her troops were in position, just waiting for the word. The weather would give them the advantage, as she doubted these aliens had experience with the rapid change in weather. 
 
    After several more minutes of waiting, she saw movement. “We have warriors on the way. Five minutes until arrival,” she said as she took her sword out of its sheath. It was her great-grandfather’s sword, a weapon passed down for generations, a weapon no one had expected her to hold on to. Avril’s parents had assumed their grandchildren would inherit the sword. If only her parents could see her now. 
 
    The patrol was coming closer and closer. Avril could see around twelve warriors. If this fight went according to plan, there should be no casualties on her side. The heavy snow was slowing the warriors down, yet Avril was impressed with how fast the aliens were moving. Most foreigners to Damura were not prepared for the weather. Somehow these aliens were different, as she saw no visible shivering from the extreme cold. 
 
    It didn’t matter; these aliens were about to die. “Attack!” Avril yelled, jumping at the nearest warrior. 
 
    The warrior reacted with impressive speed as he blocked her sword attack. He’s fast, Avril thought, not slowing down. She feinted to the left, making it appear as though she’d left an opening, then ducked the staff swing meant for her head. Without hesitation she jammed her sword straight into the warrior’s chest. The snow turned red as blood splattered onto the ground. 
 
    Jackle shot at the warrior closest to him, energy blasts hitting the warrior’s armor. One hit the alien’s throat, burning a hole right through it. He was using a Prazore staff as his weapon. Not only did it seem more effective, but there wasn’t much ammo for their other guns. 
 
    A warrior charged Jackle. He tried shooting the warrior, but all the shots absorbed into the armor. “Shit!” he said as he tried to move back. 
 
    “I’ve got you!” Heren said, jumping down from his tree and shooting the warrior point-blank in the back of the head.  
 
    “Thanks,” Jackle said, trying his best to stop his shaking. “I thought it was all over.”  
 
    “No time for congratulations. More warriors incoming,” Heren said, firing his staff.  
 
    Their discipline is impressive, Avril thought as she slit a warrior’s throat. While she’d been battling the invaders since summer, she still couldn’t help but be impressed at these warriors’ discipline. Even under the worst circumstances, there was never any panic. She’d thought winter would give her the advantage; now she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    She clashed with another staff. She started swinging, trying her best to find an opening. This warrior was good, blocking each swing. He countered, forcing her to take a few steps back. Avril wasn’t worried; she was blocking each attack and saw her opening. She kicked the warrior in the chest, causing a little oof to come out of his mouth. A little puff of powder shot into the air as he fell into the deep snow. She cut the head clean off before he had a chance to react. 
 
    A danger sense rippled across her back, giving her the time to jump sideways. A warrior audibly gasped in surprise. “Nice try,” Avril said, rushing forward. She cut her sword straight through the warrior’s side and halfway through his stomach. 
 
    Two warriors tried to attack her before they were gunned down. There weren’t many left. “Let’s finish them off!” Avril yelled, running forward when a warrior came rushing in from the side. 
 
    She swung her sword, intending to cut off his head. The warrior snarled as he ducked and grabbed her arm. Both of them rolled onto the snow, the warrior on top. She felt cold snow against her exposed skin. The warrior took out a Shiriik, a Prazore dagger that could lock onto a heat source and hit its target even if thrown in the opposite direction. 
 
    Before the warrior could do anything, Avril raised her left hand, causing the warrior to freeze in place, his arm stuck in striking position as the Shiriik remained motionless in his hand. These warriors were no match for her magic; his defenses were so weak they couldn’t break her hold. His face contorted in effort as he tried with all his strength to break through her magic and plunge the Shiriik into her chest. 
 
    Avril smirked as she pushed the warrior off her. “So weak,” she said, then stabbed her sword right through the warrior’s heart. She couldn’t help but feel satisfied as the life left his eyes. 
 
    Before she knew it, the fighting was over. There was no sign of Prazore movement. “Hold your fire!” she yelled as loud as she could. With how difficult it was to see, someone could easily be shot by a friendly. Avril yanked her sword out of the dead warrior’s chest and wiped the blood on his armor. 
 
    “Status report,” she said. The snow was littered with bodies and red, most of it being Prazore, as far as she could tell. 
 
    “Two wounded and no casualties. Almost a flawless victory,” Jackle boasted. He picked up a dead warrior’s staff. 
 
    “Until we can threaten the Prazore, this is just another small victory,” she responded. Taking out these patrols was a minor nuisance to the invaders, nothing more. “How bad are the wounded?” 
 
    “A shot to the leg to one. The other was shot twice in the shoulder. Not life-threatening,” Jackle said. 
 
    “Good. Grab the weapons, strip the armor, and be ready to get back to base in fifteen minutes. I’m sure reinforcements are on the way.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, turning around to spread the word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The engine seems louder than usual today, Avril thought as Jackle drove the snowmobile forward. She couldn’t drive herself and was riding with Jackle. When she was younger, it used to piss her off that she’d never be able to drive. It was the same as shooting a gun. Before she knew it, the snowmobile slowed to a halt as they arrived at the base. 
 
    The base had two entrances, and inside were several caves. It made good shelter against the snow and made hiding from aircraft easier, although those weren’t a problem in the current weather. 
 
    “How’d it go out there?” Yoseph asked as Avril jumped off the vehicle. 
 
    She shrugged. “It went fine. No casualties, and we have more armor and weapons,” she said, walking forward before she sensed something more from him. “I take it you have something to tell me?”  
 
    “Always perceptive,” he said with a chuckle. “I have some big news.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve finally broken out of the communications jamming and got a message out to the Alliance,” he said. 
 
    That sent a slight adrenaline rush through her—not of fear, but of excitement. “Are you serious? We got a message out to the Alliance?” she asked, trying to appear calm. She had to make sure she heard that right. 
 
    Yoseph nodded, stepping next to her. “We didn’t get to talk long. I was able to confirm that they’re sending supplies, along with a group of soldiers.” 
 
    It felt as if a huge weight was lifted from her shoulders. Avril couldn’t help but smile. Finally some relief. Food, weapons, ammo! Everything the group needed. And with Alliance support, they could take back Damura. “It’s about time we got good news.”  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
    6 months ago, during the battle for Hucara 
 
      
 
      
 
    Explosions went off around Jorak’s ship as it fell toward Hucara’s surface. An Ascor had fired a missile toward Kane’s blind spot, and the only way to prevent his student’s demise was to intercept the missile with his ship.  
 
    His ship sputtered as the engines blew. A few seconds later, Hucara’s gravity was dragging him down, faster and faster. He could see the hard surface below growing larger with each second. 
 
    As his ship plunged, Jorak made one last communication. “Kane, go now! Don’t worry about me, and don’t you dare come after me!” He had no idea if Kane heard his message or even responded.  
 
    His ship fell toward the ground with terrifying speed, and he didn’t see any way to stop it. The ship was shaking so badly Jorak wouldn’t have been surprised if it fell apart. He felt an intense pressure, making it almost impossible to move an inch. It felt like he’d become part of the chair he was sitting on.  
 
    He closed his eyes as his vision started clouding. The last thing he wanted to do was faint. If there was any chance of surviving this, he’d have to remain conscious. Jorak had to trust that Kane did the right thing and escaped with the rest of the Alliance. 
 
    The ship started shaking more violently. Never in his life had he felt so hopeless. All he could do was wait to hit the ground. He was going way too fast for magic to help. Even if he could slow it down, it wouldn’t be much, and it would drain him so much that the impact would kill him regardless.  
 
    Jorak opened his eyes, seeing the ground in much more detail. Seconds later, he crashed. He didn’t have a chance to contemplate what was happening as his head smashed into the controls and he blacked out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A burning sensation in his nostrils woke him up. Jorak opened his eyes, his vision hazy as he tried to focus. Blood covered the cockpit, and some dripped down his face. “Gahh,” Jorak uttered as he lifted his head, almost fainting again as his vision clouded. 
 
    He grimaced as a sharp pain shot through his whole body. How did I survive? he thought, looking around the cockpit. A quick glance showed him that the ship was beyond repair. If he found his way off this planet, it wouldn’t be on this. His communications were destroyed, along with both wings and a decent portion of the backside.  
 
    I have to get out of here. His fingers trembled as he hit the button to pop off the canopy. Without thinking, he tried to stand and was promptly back in his seat as a sharp pain exploded through his upper left thigh. It hurt far more than the rest of his body. Jorak looked down and saw a piece of metal jammed into his leg. “Fuck,” he said. For a moment, he thought he wasn’t going to have any serious injuries. 
 
    He took a closer look at the wound. It was so deep that pulling the metal out was not an option. He suspected he’d pass out within minutes due to the blood loss, then die shortly after. He had other concerns. First, he had to get to safety, and then he could deal with his wound. 
 
    A beeping sound caused him to look up. His radar was still functioning somehow. “Give me a break already,” Jorak said. The radar showed life forms headed his way, and he knew they weren’t friendlies. They had to be Prazore warriors, as there were at least ten coming. He was in no shape to fight right now. He had to move fast to avoid them. 
 
    Jorak focused as much magic as he could muster into his upper thigh, dulling the pain. His canopy appeared to be jammed. He pressed both hands against it and stood up. The canopy came off, landing on the ground with a loud bang. Even with magic, he struggled to control his breath. His whole body was exhausted. 
 
    He looked around and breathed a sigh of relief. At least he wasn’t completely screwed. He had landed in the middle of a forest. Behind him was a small pond surrounded by a lot of trees. The trees were so high he couldn’t see any sort of mountains. There was very little sunlight due to how thick the leaves were. My best chance to escape is to blow the ship and hide in one of those trees. I hope they don’t search up there, Jorak thought. There wasn’t much else he could think to do. 
 
    He glanced at the radar again. He had maybe fifteen minutes before the warriors arrived. He grabbed the med kit in his compartment, attached his sword to the sheath on his back, and activated the self-destruct button. After he put in the proper codes, the countdown began. He had five minutes before the ship would explode. 
 
    Now to get out of here and get clear of the explosion and up a tree. Jorak lifted himself up and rolled out of his cockpit. He couldn’t land on his feet, so he landed on his back. His vision blurred as he gasped for breath. He wheezed, struggling for air. I don’t have time for this. It must have taken at least a minute for him to properly breathe. A precious minute wasted. If he had fallen just another foot or two, he would have fainted again.  
 
    He lifted himself up, sweat and blood dripping from his face and falling onto the dirt. He pushed himself up and leaned against the ship. It took everything he had to take that first step. He limped toward the nearest tree. This was going to be closer than he thought. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, Jorak finally made it to the tree. He almost collapsed as he leaned against it. This wasn’t even the hardest part; he still had to climb the damn thing. If everything went according to plan, he’d be in the tree, making the warriors believe he’d died in the explosion. He just had to hide his blood trail, something the explosion should cover—mostly. 
 
    He took a deep breath, moving to the side of the tree not facing the ship. It wouldn’t do him any good if shrapnel hit him. Then the ground shook violently as the ship exploded. Jorak’s ears were ringing due to the sound, causing him to almost fall to the ground. Somehow, he maintained his balance. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the explosion to end. He peeked over to see if he could locate any blood. He couldn’t, but just to be safe, he lifted his hand, and a gust of wind came out, blowing dust in the direction he came from. That simple act made him breathless again. 
 
    A loud yelling sound startled him. He knew the language was Prazore. If he didn’t get up this tree now, he was a dead man. 
 
    He focused all the magic he had into energizing his body. He had maybe thirty seconds before he’d be unable to move. Jorak grabbed the nearest branch and climbed up. He made it high enough that any warrior looking up would only see leaves and branches, so he stopped. His body was starting to shake. All he wanted to do was close his eyes and sleep. 
 
    Five minutes later, Jorak heard the rustling of leaves and snapping of branches as warriors ran past the tree. Then a couple stopped right below him. He held his breath, examining his body to make sure no blood would drip down. The slightest mistake would give away his position. He looked toward his destroyed ship, barely able to see it through the leaves, but he made out the warriors investigating. Come on… Move on already. The pilot is dead. Just leave… 
 
    He heard a warrior speak to another. Jorak couldn’t understand a single word. One of them yelled something, and the warriors started running in different directions. He didn’t dare move, even though they all appeared to be gone. 
 
    He waited at least ten minutes before moving. There didn’t seem to be any Prazore nearby, and it was time to patch up his leg. Jorak opened the med kit. He needed to move fast; he estimated that the moment he yanked the metal out, he’d have a couple of minutes before he fainted. He held his breath as his hand grabbed the metal. 
 
    “One… two… three,” he whispered, then yanked it out. He couldn’t help but let out a small yelp of pain, praying it wasn’t too loud. He quickly set the metal down on the branch and pressed against his wound. He bandaged it as fast as he could, blood gushing out so fast he was already getting dizzy. He struggled to focus as he wrapped his leg. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, Jorak let out a sigh of relief. His wound appeared stable. The pain was excruciating, and he was breathing heavily. 
 
    He grunted as he fully realized how much pain he was in. His whole body was aching, his head pounding, and his left leg pulsating with pain. His stomach growled while his mouth felt dry. In the little time he’d had to escape, he’d forgotten the rations! 
 
    A gust of wind caused him to shiver slightly. Fortunately, there was water nearby, so he didn’t have to worry about that. Food was something he could look for later. For now, he needed to rest. Jorak closed his eyes. He didn’t even have time to think as he drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He awoke with a start, wondering where he was. It took him a moment to remember as he felt pain all over his body. I think I slept for around two hours, Jorak thought, realizing just how thirsty he was. He’d have to take it slow, but there should be no Prazore nearby. He climbed down the tree. 
 
    Once his feet hit the ground, he looked around again, not able to see or sense anything unusual. Luckily, the water wasn’t far. He started limping toward it, moving slowly so as not to hurt himself further. Along the way, he saw bushes full of berries. From a quick glance, they looked fine, and it would be good to have something to eat since he was in no shape to hunt. 
 
    Jorak made it to the water. He dove his face in, feeling the liquid going down his throat. It was some of the best water he’d ever drunk. He took his head out of the water, breathed for a minute, and then drank some more. 
 
    After getting his fill, he hobbled over to the berries. He picked one and looked at it. Doesn’t look poisonous. He twirled the berry around his fingers as he debated eating it. The more he looked at it, the more he thought it didn’t look poisonous. He popped it into his mouth, feeling the juices splash on his tongue as he bit into it. 
 
    Then he started picking the berries and eating as many as he could. After eating, he had another dilemma. To start a fire or not? With his injuries, Jorak wasn’t sure he could survive the night without it. If he was at full strength, he could just use magic to keep himself warm, but in his current condition, he doubted he could maintain that for more than five minutes. 
 
    Weighing the risks, he knew it wasn’t much of a choice. If there were any warriors nearby, he was done for, anyway. He doubted any civilians lay within fifty miles.  
 
    Jorak started grabbing sticks and placing them in a spot where the fire wouldn’t spread. The last thing he needed to do was cause a forest fire. There was plenty of wood, so it wouldn’t be hard to keep the fire going. He placed his hands above the wood and lit it with magic. He felt the nice warm heat as the flames danced, emitting enough heat to take away the cold. 
 
    He sat there, staring at the fire and pondering his situation. He was stranded with little food and no chance of rescue. With such a devastating loss at Hucara, Jorak doubted the Alliance would be back here anytime soon. He hoped that Kane would assume he was dead. Otherwise, his student might try to rescue him—something he didn’t want to deal with. 
 
    If everything went as Jorak hoped, by the time he escaped Hucara, he wouldn’t have a student anymore. Kane should be a Sentinel, something he wished he could see in person. 
 
    He finally lay down, staring at the trees above him. He was scared to fall asleep, yet he needed the rest. Soon, he would leave this place to look for other survivors. Let’s just hope I can sleep without any disturbance, Jorak thought before drifting back to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goddammit!” Jorak yelled as he kicked a stick. Three days had passed, and he was already sick of everything. While berries were enough to give him energy, he was always hungry. His body desired real food, meat, bread, anything! Just sitting, sleeping, drinking, and eating berries was enough to drive him insane. 
 
    I’ve got to get moving. I can’t stay here much longer. While still in pain, he was feeling much better. He could use magic to dull the pain in his thigh and should be able to walk for at least eight or so hours a day. 
 
    He decided to do one last inspection of everything he had. Jorak took out his sword, verifying it wasn’t damaged in any way. While fighting was something he’d like to avoid, it didn’t hurt to be prepared. He filled his old medical box with water. Not the best thing to do, but the best he could manage.  
 
    His plan was to travel north. After doing a bit of looking around, Jorak sensed that north was the way to go. It was a gut feeling. Not like there was much else to go on. With luck, he’d find a village, perhaps with some other survivors. 
 
    It was a risk worth taking. There was no point in waiting for the next day; Jorak was ready to go now. He started walking north, feeling the pain in his body leave as his magic took over. He estimated that he could walk for two hours, take an hour break, and then walk for another two. If he could do that at least three or four times a day, he’d make good progress. 
 
    As he walked, the thoughts that had plagued him these past few days returned. He dwelled on the defeat and just how badly these aliens had defeated them. Everywhere the Alliance fought, it was at a disadvantage. There had been a brief window of opportunity to cripple the Prazore fleet, but that was shut down as the aliens disabled their gigantic forward shield. Jorak didn’t know the specifics of what happened on the ground; all he knew was that it didn’t go any better than in the air. 
 
    What will be done next? he pondered. Surely the Alliance would avoid any big battles like Hucara for some time, but for how long? Would they let the Prazore conquer planets without resistance? Could the Empire or Yevonions be convinced to join the fight? 
 
    Jorak shook his head. None of this was his concern right now. It was better to remain completely alert. For all he knew, a warrior could be a few hundred feet ahead. 
 
    After walking for most of the day, he stopped. He was still deep in the forest. It felt endless. Fortunately, he hadn’t seen a single warrior—or any signs of life other than some animals. I need a fire, Jorak realized. His body needed to heal more before he could survive a night without a fire. Perhaps in a couple more days he could—hopefully. 
 
    He lay on the ground, exhausted, his feet pounding from all the walking. All he could hope for was no Prazore nearby. Worrying about being found didn’t stop him from falling asleep, though, and Jorak was out within a few minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken him three days of walking before he found a town. The town was a mess, with destroyed buildings, bullets, and blood littering the area. There was a major fight here, Jorak thought. He had no way of knowing if the damage occurred with a rebel group or during a major battle. Not like it mattered. 
 
    He walked around as he realized that there were no bodies. The Prazore must have taken them. He thought the aliens did it to remain hidden before the war began. Wonder what they do with the bodies. Must be some kind of ritual. 
 
    Jorak walked into a building and realized he’d made a mistake. He hadn’t reached out with his magic to make sure he was alone. The moment he walked inside, he saw someone sitting on the ground. 
 
    Before he could react, someone came from the side and grabbed him. He was slammed into a wall, causing his thigh to explode with pain. He felt something cold press to the back of his head. 
 
    “Who are you?” the man asked, not relieving the pressure. 
 
    If Jorak had been at full strength, he could have easily disarmed the man and taken control of the situation. He might still be able to disarm him, but someone might die in the process.  
 
    He didn’t dare move. Surely it wouldn’t take these people long to realize he was on their side. “My name’s Jorak. I was a pilot for the Alliance and shot down. I landed roughly one hundred miles to the south. I am part of the Orlion Academy.”  
 
    He expected the man to release him upon hearing this. Instead, he was kept against the wall, his face smothered into it. “Larson, come over here,” the man said. 
 
    Larson came over and examined Jorak. He felt his sword being taken from his hip, along with his med kit and any supplies he’d found. He heard a thud as the stuff was thrown to the floor. 
 
    “That’s all he has,” Larson said, picking up the sword he just dropped. “This sword does look to be from an academy. Can’t tell which one, though,” he continued, examining the sword from the edge of the blade to the handle. 
 
    The man holding Jorak released him and took the gun off his head. Jorak turned around, seeing Larson, who was no older than twenty. The other one was bulky, looking like he might have been part of the army or local militia.  
 
    “Sorry about that. Can never be too careful,” his captor said. “The name’s Aiden, former commander of the Hucara military.” 
 
    “Former?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “The Prazore control Hucara now. Can’t be a commander when there’s nothing to lead,” Aiden said. 
 
    “You can have your stuff back,” Larson said, handing over the sword. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jorak said, putting his sword back on his hip. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
    “We were looking for supplies. We’ve got a small group hiding out, about fifty people. We’re trying to organize a resistance, start causing hell for these invaders,” Aiden said. “Problem is, there isn’t much. We’d be happy to have you join us.” 
 
    Jorak couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “You kidding? I would be happy to help,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. He couldn’t have asked for better luck. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
    Present Time 
 
      
 
      
 
    A gust of wind blew Kane’s hair back as he charged up the hill. Kurvara was right next to him, the alliance soldiers following close behind. 
 
    He was outnumbered and outgunned, at least until his plan was put into motion. Blade was leading another group of soldiers that should hit this encampment from behind. All he had to do was distract the enemy until he arrived. “Over there!” Kane yelled, pointing to nearby cover. 
 
    An alarm went off, signaling the assault as Prazore warriors started firing their weapons. Green energy beams poured toward him. Kane knew where the energy bolts would hit; he dodged any that he could while blocking ones he couldn’t. It was like a dance, except getting hit could be deadly. 
 
    Damn! Kane thought as he failed to save a soldier who got shot in the throat. The fallen soldier writhed on the ground, trying to breathe. There was nothing Kane could do, and the soldier went motionless shortly after. 
 
    “Secure this perimeter!” Kane said, barely ducking another shot. The base was more heavily fortified than he expected. He got behind some fallen debris.  
 
    Kane put his sword away and grabbed his rifle. He saw Kurvara take position next to him. Her sword remained in hand, however, unlike him. He peeked over, then started firing. Her sword blocked any shots that would hit him. Sometimes, it amazed him just how much he entrusted his life to her, but these last six months had made Kurvara and Kane an impossible force to deal with. They both knew what to do without having to speak. 
 
    Warriors yelled something in their own language. It was still something nobody knew, though the Alliance translators were working on it. Not even robots were able to piece it together. 
 
    “Get down!” Kurvara yelled as she pulled a soldier down to the ground. 
 
    Kane dropped back behind cover, just in the nick of time. A barrage of lasers hit his cover, filling the air above with endless bolts. If he were just a second slower, he would have died. 
 
    Some soldiers weren’t so lucky. Kane watched as six got shot in the head, while another ten or so were hit somewhere on their torsos. Should have reacted faster, he thought, clenching his fist in anger. Had he seen that barrage a few seconds sooner, he could have saved some of them. 
 
    “We’ve got three turrets pointed at us!” Dane said. “Bastards, we can’t risk a peek.” 
 
    “Why can’t anything be easy?” Kurvara asked. 
 
    Kane wondered the same thing. Since arriving at Monriq, it had been constant fighting. This planet wasn’t even as heavily defended as some others! Now was not the time to complain, however. 
 
    “Stick to the plan,” Kane responded, closing his eyes. He was trying to sense if any warriors were sneaking up on them. So far, there didn’t seem to be any movement. “Someone cover me. I’m moving to that building over there.”  
 
    “There’s too much—” Kurvara said when an explosion drowned out her words. Something had hit their cover, resulting in it cracking and leaving holes open. 
 
    “We’ve got no choice. Move!” Kane said, diving toward the building he saw. He ran over. Luckily, it was close. “I’ll cover you guys. Get over here!” he said. 
 
    He raised both of his hands, which blasted wind where Kurvara and the others were. It was like a dust cloud hit the front, making it impossible for any warriors to see as Kurvara, Dane, and a few others ran toward him. 
 
    Not wanting to get cocky, Kane shot his gun wildly at the aliens. Even if he hit nothing, it should force them to take cover. His danger sense forced him to duck behind the building as a huge chunk of wall was blasted off. 
 
    “Phew, that was close,” Dane said, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Warriors incoming!” someone yelled. 
 
    Kane saw four warriors running toward them, barely thirty feet away from where they had been taking cover. He aimed his rifle, firing at the warriors. Unfortunately, the Alliance hadn’t come up with a counter to the Prazore’s armor. Any bullets that didn’t hit weak points would just deflect off the armor, something he hoped would be solved soon. It was much harder to fight these warriors when the guns couldn’t do their job. 
 
    He hit a couple of warriors in the weak points, taking one out with a shot to the throat. Another stumbled to the ground as a bullet tore through the area between the shoulder and throat. 
 
    “Where the hell is Blade!?” Kurvara asked. “We’ll be wiped out if he doesn’t hurry up.” 
 
    “I know. He’ll be here soon. Just stay where you are,” Kane said. “Where the hell are you? We need you,” he muttered to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Warriors on the way!” Blade said, signaling with his hands to hide. He could ignore these warriors and get up the hill now, but he wasn’t letting any warrior live. He was out for blood. Besides, with the intel provided, Kane shouldn’t be having too much trouble up there. 
 
    “Why did we stop? We’ve got to get up there,” Layla whispered, not wanting the incoming Prazore to hear her. 
 
    Blade ignored her. She didn’t understand; these bastards couldn’t be allowed to live. They had taken away his mentor, Mutieto. He wanted to believe that Mutieto was still alive. Until they recovered him, he would kill as many warriors as possible. Besides, what if these warriors ended up running into other soldiers? He would be saving them. 
 
    He watched as the warriors started running, unaware that Blade and Layla were here. It was perfect. Blade smiled, taking his sword out of its sheath. These warriors wouldn’t know what hit them. 
 
    He let the first three run past, then jumped out. His sword gutted the first one, and with a quick motion, he slit the throat of another. Blade quickly ducked a swing from a third, then slew the warrior with an uppercut, his sword slicing deeply into the warrior’s chest. 
 
    Layla didn’t hesitate. The moment Blade moved, she moved. Her red hair blew back as she stabbed a warrior in the head, killing him instantly. She yanked her sword out to engage another.  
 
    The warriors were heavily outnumbered. It didn’t matter. Not once in this war had any warrior surrendered. Instead, they fought to the death, something Blade didn’t mind. Still, these warriors reacted efficiently, getting into formation and not letting numbers scare them. 
 
    “Together,” Blade said, knowing Layla would follow. They both charged while nearby soldiers fired their weapons at other warriors.  
 
    Three warriors met their charge. Blade blocked a strike to his head, feeling the impact of the staff hit his sword. It felt like his bones shook with the force. He pivoted to the side, giving Layla an opening. She used it and took off the warrior’s arm. Blade slashed the warrior’s throat, watching with delight as the life left its eyes. 
 
    He never got the chance to fight the other two warriors; Layla had killed one, while another was shot from the side. The ambush had gone off without a hitch, with no losses on his side. 
 
    “All clear, sir,” Parren said. 
 
    “Good work,” Blade said, wiping his sword off on a dead warrior’s armor.  
 
    “We need to get up there now,” Layla said. “I can feel desperation from Kane.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Blade said as he started running up the hill. 
 
    This fight for Monriq should have been an easy one. After Hucara, the Alliance had decided to avoid any major confrontations with the Prazore. Instead, it raided supply lines and retook planets that weren’t as well defended. So far, it seemed to be working. Morale was improving, and this would be the third planet in two months that they’d won back.  
 
    There wasn’t much time to think about it as Blade reached the top. He saw Kane, who was pinned down at a building. A quick glance showed that he’d lost at least a quarter of his men. The warriors fighting them didn’t notice Blade. He couldn’t stop himself from laughing. More dead warriors incoming—something he was looking forward to. “Charge!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    What is taking you so long? Kane thought, watching in horror as Dane took a shot to the chest.  
 
    “I-I… don’t want… to die,” Dane said, coughing up blood. 
 
    There was nothing Kane could do to save his life. “You’ll be fine. Keep it together,” he said, grabbing his hand.  
 
    “N-n-not… like… th…” Dane stuttered, blood spluttering from his lips. His breathing stopped while his eyes remained open, staring at the sky as if he were in a trance. 
 
    For some reason, it struck a chord in Kane. He had seen a lot of death these last six months, but this one felt personal, as if he had killed Dane himself. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Kurvara said, watching as another two soldiers were shot down. This was a disaster. “What is he doing? Does he not realize people are dying?” she vented loudly. 
 
    It was too soon to let Blade lead a group of soldiers. Kane had thought the responsibility would distract him from his pain. He even ignored Kurvara’s warnings about his friend’s mental state. It seemed she had been right: instead of leading, he was being reckless. It seemed that Blade’s goal was to kill warriors, consequences be damned. Not even Layla was able to get through to him. My mistake is now killing people, he thought grimly. 
 
    Hucara was a disaster in many ways. Blade wasn’t the only one to lose someone dear to him. Kane lost his mentor, Jorak, who sacrificed his life to save him. He knew that Jorak crash-landed and most likely died; he wasn’t sure how his mentor could have survived the crash. 
 
    There had to be some way to save more lives. Now was not the time to dwell on his mistake. A loud cheer came from soldiers near him.  
 
    “Reinforcements have arrived!” someone yelled. 
 
    Kane looked, seeing that Blade and his men had arrived. “Finally,” he said, more to himself than anyone else. “The warriors are distracted. Move forward!” he commanded, running out from behind cover and toward the enemy. 
 
    Once they won this fight, Monriq would be under Alliance control again. Kane stopped, aimed, and shot a warrior in the throat. He couldn’t help but be impressed as he watched Blade cut down warriors with ease. He didn’t notice it until now, but his friend’s close-quarter combat had improved tremendously since Hucara. The warriors used to be a challenge for him. Now they were being slaughtered like Roraks.  
 
    Kane had improved as well, but he didn’t know how much compared to Blade. “Keep moving! We’ve got them surrounded,” Kane said, shooting another warrior without stopping. 
 
    Kurvara took out a warrior, each movement precise. Another warrior attacked her. She dodged to the left and countered with a strike to the head, metal hitting metal instead of the skull she was aiming for. They traded blows, neither gaining ground. 
 
    It was now or never. Kurvara shifted her stance, sword lowered as she ran forward, feinting an attack to the leg and forcing the warrior to block with his staff. She let go of her sword with her left hand and gripped the warrior by the bicep. Before the warrior could react, lightning shot out of her hand, directly into the warrior, who screamed as his body burned.  
 
    She didn’t know if that would work or not, but she wasn’t going to complain. Had she shot it from a distance, the warrior would have deflected it.  
 
    Kane ran beside her. “Sorry, was busy with my own warriors,” he said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Looks like we have more incoming.”  
 
    “Of course we do.”  
 
    He watched as the warriors’ staffs morphed from ranged weapons into sharp and deadly close-quarters weapons. Their staffs were versatile weapons and, amazingly, would morph themselves around their owners. Wherever the hand or fingers went, that part of the staff would be solid like a hilt so as not to injure the user. Quite an ingenious weapon. 
 
    “Kurvara, follow me. We’ll be taking on those warriors,” Kane said before turning slightly to the left. “The rest of you move forward. Help secure the fortification.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” a few responded while running off. 
 
    Kane dropped his rifle and took out his sword. Five warriors came at them. His gun was useless. Besides, he was low on ammo. He would have to do this the old-fashioned way. His sword also didn’t have the weakness that Alliance guns did, thanks to being forged from the sharpest metal in the known galaxy, positine. 
 
    He took the lead, extending his hand as he felt the pulse of electricity release from his fingers. Kane directed the attack at the two closest warriors. As he had expected, the warriors used defensive magic to redirect the lightning to the ground next to them. A puff of smoke exploded from the ground, giving Kurvara her moment to launch a blast of fire. 
 
    The dust provided just enough cover, and the two warriors didn’t see the flames before it was too late. Both were hit with tremendous force and fell to the ground, screaming as their exposed flesh burned. 
 
    The last three warriors kept running, ignoring their fallen brethren. Kane ran forward, aiming his first strike toward the chest. The warrior parried the blow. Kurvara was lucky enough to get the other two. 
 
    He attacked like a madman, his blade a blur as it hit the staff repeatedly. This warrior was good, although the ferocity of the attack was pushing him back. Got him, Kane thought, sidestepping an attack while swinging downward. The sword cut through armor and flesh, a long gash from the left shoulder down to the stomach, causing the warrior to howl with rage. Damn, not deep enough. 
 
    That didn’t stop Kane from pushing his advantage, attacking again. The Prazore were known as warriors for a reason, and pain never seemed to slow them down. The warrior blocked, then swung his staff as hard as he could at Kane’s side. 
 
    Kane blocked it, a little surprised at how hard it impacted his sword. He used his free hand to grab the warrior’s arm, then kicked the warrior’s chest, causing it to stumble backward, straight into Kurvara’s sword. The blade went through his back and out his chest. The warrior’s eyes flashed surprise, then closed as death took him. 
 
    Kane continued his momentum, jumping over Kurvara and cutting straight into the skull of a warrior about to attack her from behind. The remaining warrior stopped moving, eyeing both of them. He let out a howl of laughter. “You two fight well together. It is most impressive,” the warrior said, raising his staff into a defensive stance. “I’ve heard of such skilled magic users. It will be an honor to cut you down.”  
 
    “You think you’ll beat us?” Kurvara said with a laugh of her own. “I see that all you ‘warriors’ have gigantic egos.”  
 
    Not waiting for a response, Kurvara ran forward, Kane following right behind. This warrior was different; he could tell by the subtle movements it made as two attackers charged him. 
 
    Kurvara swung first, expecting to be blocked by a staff. She was surprised when the warrior dodged the attack, then grabbed the blade with his hand. Fine, I’ll take your fingers! She tried to pull her blade to slice through his hand but was head-butted before she could do it. She stumbled back, losing her grip on the handle as the warrior took it, blood running down his hand. 
 
    Kane moved in front of Kurvara, surprised at how the warrior didn’t try to kill her. Instead, the warrior stood motionless. “This is the weapon you academy fighters use. Very interesting,” he said, examining the sword. “Heavy yet strong enough to cut through our armor. I can see why you lead the charge against us.” 
 
    “Surrender and your life will be spared,” Kane responded. This one was more talkative than all the others he’d fought. Maybe he could see reason. 
 
    Kurvara took that moment to try and pull the stolen sword back into her hand with magic. The sword didn’t budge an inch. 
 
    “Nice try,” he said with a smile. He put the sword in his left hand, staff in the right. “Now you both will die,” he said, charging straight at Kane. 
 
    Kane met the warrior head-on, intercepting the staff and dodging a sword strike, then countered with his own attack. The warrior blocked each attack effortlessly. He wielded both the sword and staff perfectly. Kane struggled to keep up. It felt like he was fighting two warriors at once! 
 
    I’ve got to find a weakness! Kane thought, blocking and stepping backward as the warrior attacked. His arms were starting to tire, and his sword felt heavier with each strike. A flash of pain crossed his left shoulder as Kurvara’s sword sliced through. Luckily, it wasn’t deep. Had he not shifted it in time, he’d have lost all motion in his left arm. 
 
    Kurvara looked around for a weapon. Seeing a staff on the ground, she grabbed it. 
 
    While Kane was positive he could win this fight alone, he wouldn’t complain when Kurvara joined. This was war, after all. He attacked the right side while she attacked from the left. Their combined attack forced the warrior into a defensive stance. The constant barrage was too much for the warrior, who tried to focus an attack on Kane. Kurvara used that opportunity to pierce the warrior’s rib with her staff. Blood poured onto the staff as she pushed it in deeper. 
 
    A look of acceptance and regret shot across the warrior’s face as Kane beheaded him. 
 
    He planted his sword into the ground and leaned against it, breathing heavily from the fight. His left shoulder throbbed with pain.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Kurvara asked, eying his shoulder. 
 
    “Fine. It’s not deep,” Kane responded, noticing the gunfire quieting down. He stood straight. Looking around, he saw that most of the warriors were dead. He did notice a small group remained inside the building, doing everything they could to take out as many Alliance troops as possible. 
 
    “Cease fire! Cease fire!” Kane yelled as he walked forward. It took a moment for the rest of the gunfire to stop. 
 
    “Last ones are in the building,” Blade said as he walked up to him. “I’m going to take them out.” He moved toward the building when Kane grabbed his arm. 
 
    “No. I’m going to see if we can get them to surrender.” 
 
    A dumbfounded look came across Blade’s face. “Waste of time. Let me kill them so we can move on.” 
 
    “This is not a debate. I am in command here,” Kane said firmly. “If the warriors attack us, we’ll take them out.” 
 
    “Whatever. Get it over with, then,” Blade said, waving his arms in the air. 
 
    Kane walked forward a few more steps before stopping. He was close enough for the warriors to hear him, but far enough away that he could react if they launched any sort of attack on him. “Anyone inside the building, I recommend surrender. You’re surrounded, outnumbered, and have no way to escape. Don’t throw your lives away.” 
 
    He waited a full minute and was met with silence. He sighed, knowing it would come down to this. Killing them was such a waste, yet he had no choice. “This is your last chance. Surrender or you will be killed.” 
 
    “Try your best! We are Prazore! We will never surrender to cowards like you,” a warrior snarled in response. 
 
    “So be it,” Kane said. Although he was disappointed in the response, he was ready to get off this planet. He wasn’t going to have anyone enter the building, though. No point in risking any lives. He turned his head toward the nearest soldier. “Throw four grenades, one in each window,” Kane commanded as he turned his back toward the building. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the soldier replied, grabbing a grenade while three others grabbed theirs. 
 
    “Wait a mi—” Blade began. 
 
    “No. We aren’t losing any more lives,” Kane interrupted. 
 
    A few seconds later, explosions came out of the building, glass and chunks of concrete flinging out, followed by smoke. There was a quick scream and then silence. 
 
    “Check it out,” Kane said. “If any are alive, try to take them prisoner.” 
 
    Blade didn’t respond as he moved forward, Layla and six soldiers following him. 
 
    It was over in less than five minutes. Blade was shaking his head, not hiding the disappointment in his eyes as he walked out. “All dead. One was alive, but he bled out before we could do anything.”  
 
    “Good. I’ll inform command,” Kane said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soldiers celebrated, drinking, cheering, and bragging about the battle. After a while, Kane was left alone with Kurvara, Blade, and Layla. While he was happy for the victory, he dreaded this conversation. 
 
    It seemed Kurvara had her own plan in mind. “What the hell were you doing, Blade?” she snapped. Without waiting for a response, she continued. “We lost a lot of good soldiers today thanks to your delay. It shouldn’t have taken you that long to get in position.” 
 
    “I had to deal with a small group of warriors. After killing them, we moved up,” Blade said with a hint of irritation. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Kurvara said, rolling her eyes. “I bet it was the same shit you’ve been pulling since Hucara. You see Prazore, you kill them without thinking. We had a plan, dammit! If you had executed it as you were supposed to, we wouldn’t have sustained the losses we did today!” 
 
    Blade’s face turned red with anger. “Those warriors could have flanked my group! Then I would have lost men.”  
 
    “Enough!” Kane said, barging into the conversation. “We’re Sentinels, not kids. Start acting like it.”  
 
    Kurvara continued glaring at Blade. Kane watched his friend’s face flush red, but was it anger or embarrassment? He couldn’t tell. 
 
    “I ended a threat. There’s nothing more to add,” Blade said. 
 
    “I’m going to ask Layla a question,” Kane said, stopping Kurvara from exploding with anger. He saw her mouth open and close as he spoke. Letting them fight wouldn’t help the situation. “Do you agree with Blade’s assessment of the situation?” 
 
    An awkward silence filled the room as Layla pondered what to say. Her brown eyes shifted to all three, and she knew that Blade would be mad at her for what she was about to say. “Not really. The warriors we killed were too few to be a real threat. They were also heading in the opposite direction. Even if those warriors turned around to flank us, we had a few men keeping an eye out for that.” She didn’t look at Blade as she spoke, but she felt his stare. 
 
    “Hmm,” Kane said, dreading what had to happen next. He’d hoped that Blade’s delay would be reasonable. Now he had to do the hardest thing he’d done since this war began. “Blade, I don’t know what’s going on with you,” he began, dread filling him with every word. “Right now, I don’t think you are in a position to lead. Honestly, if it were up to me, I would try and send you back to the academy. Your actions today killed a lot of good people. Layla will be taking over as leader, and I expect you to follow her orders,” he finished, waiting for the explosion. 
 
    “I agree,” Blade said, surprising everyone in the room. “I’m not fit to lead right now. However,” he started before anyone could respond, “even if you had the power to send me back, I wouldn’t go.”  
 
    “I’m glad you agree,” Kane said, breathing a sigh of relief. He wasn’t going to argue about sending him back. Blade agreeing to give up his power as a leader was enough for him. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need from us?” Layla asked. She wanted to speak to Blade alone. 
 
    “That was all. Get some rest. I assume we’ll be leaving sometime in the next couple days.” 
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Layla said, following Blade as he started walking out of the room, not looking back as he walked. 
 
    After both were gone, Kane rubbed his temples, feeling a headache starting to form. “That could have gone worse, I suppose,” he said. 
 
    “It went better than I expected. I didn’t think you’d strip him of command,” Kurvara responded. 
 
    “You were right. I shouldn’t have given him that power in the first place. Look at what it cost us.” He took a seat, staring at the ground as he pondered the events of today. “I don’t know why I am assigned a company. I’m not ready to be a leader. This mistake proves that, if anything.”  
 
    Kurvara looked at him, her green eyes examining his face closely and seeing the regret on his face. “Every leader makes mistakes. Being able to recognize that is important, I think.”  
 
    “Maybe…”  
 
    “If you didn’t have any regrets about the things you’ve done, then I would agree that you shouldn’t be one. It’s how you learn. I’m sure you were told that more than once by your mentor or in class.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. This was one of those times he really missed Jorak. What would his mentor think about his decisions? Would he agree with Kurvara’s assessment? Or would he tell him he should give it up? No, Jorak wasn’t like that. He would give advice but would never tell him to just give up. 
 
    “We should get some rest. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow,” Kane said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We need to talk,” Layla said once they arrived in their quarters. It was a big tent that held ten people. Everyone else was out partying, leaving just the two of them. 
 
    Blade took off his gun and sword and placed them alongside his bed. “About what?” he asked, pouring himself a drink.  
 
    “This problem you have. Kurvara wasn’t wrong. Every time you see any Prazore, you lose control of yourself and do everything you can to kill them,” Layla said. 
 
    He took a drink before responding. “I know,” he said, not bothering to lie about it. Even if he did, Layla would know. She always knew. 
 
    Don’t shut me out, Layla almost said before deciding on a different approach. “Ever since Hucara, you’ve been closed off, aggressive, and reckless. Do you think this is what Mutieto wants? Do you think he wants you to die?” she asked. 
 
    Blade put down his drink. He looked at her, seeing the worry and concern on her face. He wished he could simply tell her there was nothing to worry about, but it wouldn’t solve anything. “You think I don’t know that?” he said instead, seeing her surprised reaction. “I know that Mutieto wouldn’t want me living my life in revenge or getting killed. I don’t want it for myself. I…” He paused for a moment as he struggled to find the words. “I just can’t control it,” he finished, avoiding her gaze in shame. 
 
    “Blade,” Layla began, sensing an enormous amount of pain in him. “Why haven’t you told me? This is something I can help you with!” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Blade said. “This isn’t something that talking will solve. This is something I have to deal with by myself.”  
 
    “Talking can help, even if it isn’t me,” she said softly.  
 
    “Not this. You don’t understand.”  
 
    “Then help me understand.”  
 
    He sighed. She wouldn’t let up until he explained his reasoning. “No matter how hard I try, the moment I see a warrior, I go cold with anger. Not just for what they did to Mutieto, but everything else. Conquering countless planets, enslaving so many innocent people…” His voice cracked a little as he spoke. His body was starting to shake with anger. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’m tired and just want to have a couple of drinks and go to sleep,” Blade finished. He wasn’t lying. His eyes were getting heavier by the second. 
 
    “All right. We’ll talk later, then,” Layla said, hiding her disappointment. She’d never felt so hopeless when it came to Blade. How could she help him cope with this pain? 
 
      
 
      
 
    A loud beeping sound caused Blade to jump out of bed, sword drawn in his hand. He quickly realized it was just his alarm. He shut it off, putting his sword back. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Layla said groggily. 
 
    “Nothing. Just expecting a fight, I guess,” he responded, not bothering to tell her it was something else. He had been dreaming about Mutieto, something he hadn’t done in over a month. It ended like all the others: Mutieto fighting warriors to escape a jail and then dying.  
 
    He shook his head to clear his thoughts. No point in dwelling on a dream, after all. Kane walked into the room at that moment. “We have a meeting in ten minutes. Thal wants to speak to us about our next assignment,” Kane said. 
 
    “We’ll be there in a few minutes,” Blade responded. 
 
    “You better. I need to tell some other people. See you then,” Kane responded, walking back out. 
 
    “Thal giving us a mission directly, huh?” Layla said. 
 
    “Must be important,” Blade said, putting his shirt on. “Hopefully involves more Prazore.”  
 
    She shot him an irritated look. It really was all he cared about right now, although she did sense some sort of irritation radiating off him once he awoke. She was surprised at how hard Blade was taking this; she couldn’t remember him being this emotionally distant and vengeful when his brother was killed, even if he was eight years old when it happened. 
 
    “You ready?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Let’s go.”  
 
    They walked to the meeting room. It wasn’t a big room, and directly in the middle was a hologram of Imperator Thal, leader of the Orlion Academy. There were only Orlion Academy members in the room. While Alliance military and the academy worked together, both took orders from their own superiors so they didn’t step on each other’s toes. 
 
    “Good, now we can begin,” Thal said as the last stragglers arrived. “Before I proceed, do we still have a solid hold of Monriq?” 
 
    “We do. There are a few Prazore lingering about, but no threat to our hold,” Kane responded. 
 
    “Good. Would you feel confident in leaving Monriq and allowing the Alliance to take care of the rest?” 
 
    “I am. We aren’t needed here anymore,” Kane said. 
 
    “Then let me give you your next assignment. This is going to be very important. We’ve received reports of a few planets that are becoming a major pain in the ass to the Prazore, threatening their hold on them. From the information gathered, these resistance cells are fighting better than our military, at least on the ground.” 
 
    A resistance causing trouble? Blade thought, finding it very hard to believe these claims. How could a bunch of ill-equipped people cause trouble? A resistance fighting was no surprise, but to potentially threaten Prazore hold on a planet? What were they doing? 
 
    “We’ve only been able to get in contact with one planet: Damura. I’m going to be sending all of you there. General Travis has agreed to send soldiers. He will also be providing the ships and supplies needed for this. Your mission is to get to Damura unnoticed and evacuate the resistance there. We are hoping this resistance can teach us how to better fight these aliens. Any questions?” 
 
    Nobody said a word. “Doesn’t sound like anyone has any,” Kane said after ten seconds of silence. 
 
    “Good. I’ll be sending you coordinates to meet Travis. Good luck,” Thal said, cutting the transmission. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Travis squinted as bright rays of sunlight flashed into his eyes. He and several generals were headed to a secret meeting, something that would supposedly help turn the tide of this war. It would be an interesting meeting, nonetheless. 
 
    He walked up to Supreme General Thormatton, leader of the Alliance military. He made sure to use his left arm, as his right arm was made of metal and he didn’t want to risk hurting anyone if he squeezed too hard. “Supreme General,” Travis said. 
 
    “General Travis, good to see you again,” Thormatton said, clasping the hand firmly. He had been the leader of the Alliance military for the past fifteen years. He was battle-hardened, having fought on the front lines for much of his military career. Despite the work of healing pods, he still had a scar on his chin from an explosion.  
 
    “Likewise, sir. What do you think the odds of this presentation actually helping against the Prazore are?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m optimistic about this,” Thormatton said. 
 
    Travis didn’t push to find out more as he took his assigned seat. Over the past three months, there had been a few demonstrations from scientists claiming they had invented a new weapon that would turn the tide of this war. So far, none of them had worked. One was supposed to remove shields. When tested, it did nothing. Another was supposed to penetrate warrior armor. When tested, it made more of a dent in the armor, but it wasn’t much better than current weapons. Hopefully, this wasn’t the case again. 
 
    The doors opened, and in came a Yardakin, a species with green skin, larger-than-average eyes, and two antennae on the front of their heads. There was no hair of any kind on them, but they were known for their intelligence and photographic memory. 
 
    That gave Travis a bit more confidence that this could be the real deal. He really hoped that was the case.  
 
    The Yardakin strolled through excitedly, almost hopping with each step. He was exuding an aura of confidence, as if nothing could touch him. 
 
    “Welcome, everyone!” the Yardakin boomed, pacing back and forth. “My name is Kazan! This right here is my assistant, Larissa!” He pointed at Larissa, a human woman, who was following him closely. 
 
    Both wheeled out two covered-up items. Travis thought it looked a bit like armor, but he didn’t know for sure. Everyone remained silent, curious what Kazan was going to showcase. 
 
    “What I show you today will change this war for the better. I’m sure you’ve heard it all before, right?” Kazan asked, watching as some of the generals nodded while others just kept watching. “When I say this, it is true, for I do not lie! I shall prove it!” He pulled the first cover off, revealing Prazore armor. “This is authentic warrior armor that the Prazore use,” he stated. “Today, I will show you how we are going to pierce this armor.” He knocked on the armor with his fist. 
 
    Kazan looked around for a moment, as if he was debating something. He nodded to himself as he made a decision. “Supreme General, may I borrow your pistol?”  
 
    Thormatton looked a little bewildered at the request. For testing purposes, the demonstrators usually brought their own equipment. “Sure,” he said, taking out his pistol and handing it over. 
 
    “Thank you!” Kazan said, cocking the pistol. “As I am sure you are wondering, why not use my own weapon?” he asked. He didn’t wait for a response before continuing. “I want to demonstrate with your own weapon so you know this is the real deal.” As he finished, he looked thoughtfully at the sky, then jumped as if he had a brilliant idea. “Larissa, dear, would you walk with me to the armor?” 
 
    She nodded eagerly, following Kazan to the first set of armor. “Help me put it on,” Kazan said, picking the armor up. Larissa helped put the armor over his head and strap it on tightly. 
 
    “This is very heavy,” Kazan said, stumbling as he went to walk forward. 
 
    Travis didn’t like where this was going. It was not his place to say anything, so he said nothing. 
 
    Kazan shrugged to compose himself as he tried to walk, stumbling and almost falling over. “I suppose I won’t move. If you would please shoot me in the chest,” he said, handing Larissa the pistol. 
 
    She looked uncertain, wondering if she should really shoot her boss. “Don’t worry, dear. Just step back a bit so the bullet doesn’t hit you. I’ll be fine!” he said, seeing her sense of doubt. 
 
    “Wait a moment!” Travis said. “You don’t need to get shot to prove your point.” 
 
    A look of disappointment came over Kazan’s face. “General… Travis, is it? I want you all to see that this is the real deal. I can’t make you one-hundred-percent confident without doing this.” 
 
    “You may proceed. Just remember that you signed our form. If you injure yourself in any way during this demonstration, it is solely your responsibility,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “Of course!” Kazan cocked his brow and turned back to Larissa. “Shoot me, my dear. We’re all waiting!” 
 
    She pointed the pistol at him, hesitating for a moment, then pulled the trigger. A loud bang echoed within the room. Then came a metallic boing as the bullet hit Kazan squarely in the chest, causing him to stumble backward onto the ground. 
 
    “Kazan!” Larissa yelled, running forward to her fallen boss. 
 
    “I’m all right!” he said as he lay on the ground. “Just help me up.” 
 
    Travis couldn’t believe that this Yardakin just let his assistant shoot him in the chest. So much could have gone wrong. What if she’d hit his head instead? 
 
    “See? No harm!” Kazan said as if getting shot was normal. He tried to walk again. Instead, he almost fell back over. “Let’s take this armor off…” He trailed off, muttering something to himself as he tried to take it off. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, the armor was off and back on the shelf. There was a little dent where the bullet had hit it on the chest plate. 
 
    “Now to show you a way to pierce it!” Kazan said, taking the pistol from Larissa. He removed the magazine, cleared the chamber, and dropped the original magazine to the ground. He pulled out a magazine from his pocket, one that was designed for this pistol. 
 
    “Supreme General, as a gift, I am giving you one of my bullets to examine,” he said, tossing a bullet from his magazine over to Thormatton. “These bullets can pierce the armor with just one shot. It is made of the same metal that the swords from the Orlion Academy use, positine. It took a lot of testing to figure out the correct amount to use!” 
 
    That was not the material Travis expected. For over thirty years, scientists had been trying to implement positine into bullets, but nobody was able to figure it out. It was deemed a pointless endeavor by most and not seen as that beneficial. The problem was that having too little in the bullet made no change. Too much and the gun would jam or the shot would be inaccurate.  
 
    “We figured out the correct dosage so that the bullet reacts like every other. There is no jamming, no inaccuracy problems, and if you didn’t tell anyone, they wouldn’t know the difference between this and a normal bullet!” As he spoke, he loaded his magazine into the pistol, cocked it, then pointed it at the same set of armor he’d worn. “I’ll show you,” he said, pressing the trigger once. Again, the bullet shot at the armor. This time, however, it pierced right through, hitting the dirt behind and causing a little cloud of dust to puff up. 
 
    There was an audible gasp in the room. Every general saw the hole made in the armor, right in the stomach area. No one could help themselves. This wasn’t a new weapon that would need to be manufactured, and soldiers wouldn’t need to be trained in its use. It was just a new bullet—a bullet that could work with pistols! If Kazan was able to make bullets for rifles or all their guns, this would easily get approved and mass production could begin. 
 
    “To prove this is not a fluke, I brought a second set of armor. Larissa, if you would remove the veil, please.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said, half jogging toward the second set, then removed the veil over it. She ran away as Kazan took aim. This time, he fired three shots, waiting five seconds between each one. One bullet went through the upper chest, one through the stomach, and the third through the side of the armor. 
 
    “That’s not all!” Kazan said after the murmur of talking quieted down. “I have compatible bullets for assault rifles, sniper rifles, shotguns, and most pistols. I am so confident you will buy this that I have already begun mass production.” He gave his thumbs-up at Larissa, who took out a commlink and said something. 
 
    Ten men came from the doors, each pushing a cart containing three boxes. “This isn’t all of our bullets, but all of these boxes are full of new rounds, with the first ten on the house!” he exclaimed, knowing full well that he had secured the money for all his ammo. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “I do,” an older general, General Pine, said. “How long would it take for you to manufacture enough for us to replace all of our old bullets?” 
 
    “A good question!” Kazan said. “I am happy to announce that we’ve been producing these for quite some time now. I would estimate that over seventy-five percent of the bullets should be replaceable within a month. In a couple of months, there should be enough for everyone.” 
 
    He’s done his research, Travis thought. Kazan had played the situation perfectly. He knew how desperate the Alliance was for any counter to the armor. This deal alone would make him very rich.  
 
    “Congratulations on this discovery. I am assuming you have nothing else to show us?” Thormatton asked. 
 
    “Not at this time, Supreme General. I assume we can get working on the paperwork?” Kazan said with a slight bow. 
 
    “I’ll need to speak to Supreme Leader Valin, although I imagine he’ll approve this. I do, however, want those ten boxes shipped out ASAP,” Thormatton said, turning to Travis. “I need you to head to the following coordinates. Bring three of the boxes with you. There’s a mission that you’ll be leading.”  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    The elevator hummed as it shot upward. Yulara stood next to Valin, along with two Sentinels. “Are you looking forward to the senate meeting?” she asked. 
 
    Valin chuckled at the question. “I wouldn’t say I am looking forward to it. I do enjoy the view, however,” he said, looking at the window as the elevator kept moving up. He could see several buildings in the distance, along with the mountains farther back. It was one of the things he enjoyed about Vestarus, the capital of the Alliance. Even with all the vehicles and population, the planet thrived with life of all kinds. 
 
    “It is a nice view,” Yulara echoed. She hadn’t attended a senate meeting since she was a student, when she came with her mentor. It would be interesting to do it as protection. The elevator dinged as it slowed to a stop. 
 
    “The fun begins,” Valin said as he stepped forward. 
 
    The senate chambers weren’t very far now. Yulara had a question before they arrived. “How come we haven’t sent any envoys to the Yevonions or the Empire? We could use the help.” 
 
    “No disagreement there,” Valin said, pausing for a moment. He looked around as they walked. “Believe it or not, we have tried to get in contact with the Yevonions.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    He shrugged. “The envoy was told to go back to Alliance territory or be destroyed. I personally tried reaching out, but to no avail.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Empire would react differently,” Yulara said. She knew how much trouble the Alliance was in. The military was stretched thin, even with the invaders slowing their advance a bit. The Prazore were still moving forward, closer and closer to the core planets. It seemed like for every planet the Alliance conquered, the Prazore took three more. Help was needed before the core worlds were the last ones standing. 
 
    Valin ignored the comment. “It’s time,” he said as two security guards opened the doors for them to walk through. There was a slight creaking sound and the silence turned into chaos as senators yelled at each other from all sides. 
 
    Seems the stress isn’t doing any of them well, Yulara thought, watching the bloodbath. She followed Valin closely as he walked toward the podium.  
 
    “Enough,” he said, his voice echoing across the hall. Even though he said it in a normal voice, the room quieted down almost instantly.  
 
    “Thank you,” Valin said as the last of the murmurs died down. “I know this is a trying time for all of us. This is the biggest threat we’ve ever had to face, even more so than the Yevonion Crisis.” 
 
    There was no disagreement among any of the senators. At no time in recent memory had an invading force made it this far into Alliance territory.  
 
    “It is times like these that we must stand united. We either work together or fail together,” Valin said, scanning the room as he tried to judge who might speak out first. “Our military is fighting with everything it’s got, and yet it’s not enough. We need help, something no government wants to admit.” 
 
    As he spoke, Yulara scanned the room, reaching out with her senses to see if she could pinpoint any possible danger. She and the two Sentinels with her were there to protect the supreme leader. Three months ago, she had one of her visions, pinpointing danger involving Valin. So far, nothing had come of it. While she knew it would happen, it could be hours, days, weeks, months, or possibly even years before it happened. She was the only known person in the galaxy to have this ability at present, although others had it in the past. While the odds of it happening here weren’t likely, she wouldn’t take any chances. 
 
    “I can say that we will get no help from the Yevonions. I have tried a variety of ways of reaching out, all for nothing. The only answers I were able to get were that this was an Alliance matter. Unfortunately, they do not see the bigger picture: that once we’re dealt with, the Prazore will eventually come for them. It’s simple strategy to take out one major enemy at a time.” Valin stopped as he took a drink of his water. “I do have an important announcement to make.” He paused, letting the suspense rise as each senator leaned forward, wanting to listen to every word. “After much discussion, I have been able to get a meeting with the Empire. I believe we’ll be able to make a deal and fight this threat together, just as we did against the Yevonions all those years ago.” 
 
    The room exploded with clapping, and senators started to talk as Valin appeared to be done with his speech. Then a senator stood up. Yulara recognized him as Korin. 
 
    “That was a great speech,” Korin said as he finished his clap. “But this does beg the question: why not sue for peace? We’ve lost the outer edge, and our resources are stretched thin. I think it is too late to fight back this invasion, even with Empire support.” 
 
    He was met with anger, while some agreed. It quickly went quiet again as everyone turned to Valin, eager to hear his response. 
 
    “I will explain why that isn’t possible,” Valin said, pausing again as he waited for the rest of the murmurs to die down. 
 
    “Go ahead, Supreme Leader. I would like to hear the reasons why this isn’t even an option,” Korin said. 
 
    “Before this war began, Admiral Nukan was offered terms of surrender to prevent further bloodshed. Do you want to know what those terms were?” Valin asked. He did not wait for an answer. “The unconditional surrender of everything we know. Nukan was told that we would give up all leadership positions to the Prazore, who would rule the galaxy. All military would stand down; all of our planets would be under Prazore rule. We would disband the military and merge with theirs. We would be little more than slaves, as we know nothing of how they rule their own.”  
 
    Valin was met with stunned silence. Most were too shocked to yell out, at least for the moment. This was not previously reported information, something that he’d intentionally withheld from the public until the situation turned dire, such as now. It was a risk, as it could turn the senate, even the people, against him. However, he believed this would now make the Alliance fight harder than ever. 
 
    “So I ask this: do you really think the Prazore have changed their stance since this war began?” Valin asked. 
 
    Korin’s mouth was slightly agape as the information sunk in. It didn’t take him long to regain his composure. “Of course not,” he said, flustered. “I do think we are owed an explanation as to why you hid this from the senate. This is something that should be discussed with us!” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Valin said, not missing the anger directed at him now. “At the time, it didn’t seem like a discussion, especially with the current conditions. But I did nothing wrong. As you all know, I am well within my rights to keep information confidential in a time of war for as long as I see fit.” 
 
    That was the final straw, and the chamber erupted into noise again. Valin couldn’t understand what was being yelled at him, although he could tell they weren’t nice things. 
 
    He waited several minutes before the senate quieted down again. As it finally did, another senator, Agarthan, took charge. “What are the Alliance’s next steps? We have the right to know.” 
 
    Five years ago, Agarthan was Valin’s opponent for supreme leader, and there was still bad blood between the two. Valin’s first term would end next year, and then an election would occur. If he won, that term would be his final one. “Unfortunately, I cannot disclose any further information at this time. This is for the safety of not only myself, but military personnel. There are spies everywhere, and this information cannot leak out,” Valin said. 
 
    Someone tried to yell something, but Valin was done answering questions. “Thank you all for coming. While things are looking bad, I promise they will improve. You’ll see it soon enough,” he said, turning toward the exit and ignoring the explosion of questions being yelled his way. 
 
    Yulara and the two Sentinels followed. Nobody said a word as they reached the elevator and started down. 
 
    “Hope you’re ready for a trip,” Valin said. 
 
    She looked at him questioningly. “Trip?”  
 
    “We’re off to meet the Empire. A secret meeting. We can’t risk letting the Prazore know this is taking place. If this got out, I have no doubt in my mind that we’d be walking right into a Prazore trap. I want you to grab some Sentinels to come with us. We’ll be leaving soon.” 
 
    “That makes sense. When are we leaving?” she asked. 
 
    Valin looked at the time. “In about two hours.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The streaking of stars stopped abruptly as the ship exited warp space. Blade was surprised by how short the trip was. He looked out the window, seeing one capital ship waiting for them. 
 
    Thal had been very discreet on the mission details. All he knew was that they were to go to Damura, grab the resistance, and leave. Blade wondered if it would really be that easy.  
 
    “You ready?” Kane asked as he stood up. 
 
    “I’m ready. Been itching to get this started,” Blade said. 
 
    “You might be a little disappointed.”  
 
    Blade shot him a puzzled look. “Only one capital ship. I bet this mission is going to be very quick. Like Thal said, we’ll land, grab the people, and leave. I wouldn’t expect to fight any Prazore,” Kane said. 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong. Otherwise, why send us?” Blade said. He didn’t think a boring mission could be possible, but what if it was? 
 
    “It’ll be good, for all of us,” Kane said. He hoped it was as smooth as he just said. Maybe it would calm Blade down. None of them had had much rest over the past six months. Sometimes, that was all it took for someone to recover. 
 
    The transport slowed down as it got closer and closer to the ship. While the capital ship looked big from a distance, it looked gigantic by the time they flew into the docking bay. 
 
    Once the ship was powered down, Blade and the rest walked down the ramp, into a hangar full of ships. Surprisingly, there were a dozen Sentinels and at least two dozen soldiers. 
 
    Blade glanced at Kane, not hiding his excitement. “I don’t think this is as stealthy as you think. I don’t get why we would have so many go down if we weren’t expecting a fight.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I wouldn’t get too excited yet. Never know what could happen,” Kane responded, hiding the slight irritation he was starting to feel. Blade did make a good point, though: this wasn’t looking like a land-and-leave mission. 
 
    “I think we need to speak to General Travis,” Layla said. 
 
    “I didn’t notice him,” Kane said, seeing Travis was by the Sentinels. There were crates next to them, along with a ton of assault rifles being loaded into other crates. 
 
    “Seems weird that we are loading crates with rifles, doesn’t it?” Kurvara asked. Her green eyes examined the room, looking for anything else that seemed odd. 
 
    Layla nodded. “Looks to me like we’re doing a supply run. I thought we were getting the resistance off Damura, not arming it,” she said to no one in particular.  
 
    “The situation must have changed,” Blade said, a cocky grin spreading across his face. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the resistance didn’t want to leave, something I can understand. Nobody wants to lose their home.” 
 
    It was hard to disagree. For a brief second, Kane was about to, but he realized Blade was right. The resistance didn’t start fighting on Damura for the Alliance; it was to try and get its homes back. The resistance must have demands of its own before it would agree to leave. 
 
    “Ah, you guys made it!” the familiar voice of Terminus said as he walked up to them. “I was wondering how much longer you’d be.”  
 
    “Good to see you again,” Kane said. 
 
    “It’s been how long? Hucara?” Terminus asked. Before Hucara, Kane and his mentor, Jorak, were trapped on Verroc, an outer edge planet that had a group of Prazore on it. If it hadn’t been for Terminus, the Alliance would not have had time to mount a response and prepare for Hucara. 
 
    “I believe so. We’ve been missing each other since then,” Kane said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you should follow me,” Terminus said, beckoning them with his hand. 
 
    “Why are we boxing weapons? I thought we were getting the people off Damura, not reinforcing it,” Kane asked, not missing Blade’s increased interest in his question. 
 
    An annoyed look came across Terminus’s face. “That was the original plan, but the resistance seems to have its own plans and wants help before leaving. We don’t know with what. They want to talk about it in person. Safer than having our communication intercepted by the Prazore,” Terminus said. 
 
    “That figures. Here I was hoping for an easy mission for once,” Kurvara said with a sigh. 
 
    Terminus chuckled. “I doubt we’ll have an easy mission anytime soon.” 
 
    “Looks like everyone has made it,” Travis said as Terminus and the rest arrived.  
 
    Blade glanced at Travis’s metal arm, curious why he hadn’t had his arm regrown. He’d never had the chance to ask on Hucara. He took a mental note to ask before they went their separate ways again. 
 
    “I am sure most of you noticed that we’re packing weapons and bringing them planet-side. The resistance wants us to help with something. Then they’ll leave with us.” He walked over and tapped a box with his foot. “This box, along with the two next to it, however, is for us and the resistance. It is new ammo that will be replacing our current bullets.” 
 
    “Why are we replacing our ammo with the ones in the box?” the Sentinel, Robert, asked. 
 
    “I was getting to that…” Travis said, trailing off a little. “This ammo can penetrate Prazore armor in one shot.” 
 
    “Really?” Blade blurted out. This was going to be much more fun than he’d thought. Since the war began, it took on average six shots in one area to pierce a warrior’s armor. It was one of the reasons that Orlion Academy members used their swords; they could pierce the armor. 
 
    “Has it been tested?” Blade asked before anyone else could. 
 
    “It has,” Travis said, opening the crate. He pulled out a bullet and tossed it to the nearest person. “Pass it around. Short story, a scientist named Kuzan has found the perfect combination of positine and gunpowder. Like your swords, it allows our guns to pierce the ammo now.” 
 
    Kane was impressed. This wasn’t a small achievement; this could change the whole war. One of the major reasons the Alliance was losing was due to the armor. Now it would be easier to combat ground forces.  
 
    “I should add that due to the nature of this mission, we’ve brought the necessary clothes for Damura. Currently it is winter, which started a couple of months ago.” 
 
    Blade groaned. “How anyone chooses to live on this planet is beyond me. Six months of below freezing, constant snow, and misery, then six months of extreme heat.” 
 
    A few people laughed, agreeing with his sentiment. Terminus shot him a disapproving look. “Regardless of our feelings, this is what we’ve been tasked to do,” Terminus said. “After this briefing, I highly recommend that everyone go and get theirs.” He motioned to Travis to continue. 
 
    “We will have two groups of marines on the ground, along with a total of twelve Sentinels. We have coordinates to land, although we will be dropping a bit farther away, just in case our communications were intercepted. If we think that the resistance’s mission is too risky, we’ll pull out with or without them,” Travis said. “Be warned that we will have no air support. If we get in a jam, don’t expect reinforcements. We’re on our own here. Any questions?” 
 
    “Sir, how long do you think we’ll be on Damura for?” a marine asked. 
 
    “As long as necessary. We are estimating a couple of weeks at most, but this could change depending on the situation,” Travis said. 
 
    “What are our rules of engagement?” another marine asked. 
 
    “You will use your best judgment. If you think you need to shoot first, do it. If there is time to survey the situation before shooting, do it. I will trust your judgment.”  
 
    There were a few more questions, such as what their camp would be like, which was unknown, and some other basic ones. “Any more questions?” he asked. There was no response. 
 
    “Good. Everyone can swap out their weapons with the boxes over here. Everyone will get four magazines. Try to use the ammo sparingly. We don’t have as much as we’d like.” Travis walked over to another set of boxes. “Here are the clothes. Grab a set and get out of the way. We’ll be heading down in an hour.”  
 
     Blade and Layla stood in line when someone familiar came up to them. “Hey, Layla, Blade! Been a while,” Macana said, embracing Layla in a hug and meeting Blade with a shake of the hand. 
 
    “Macana! I didn’t know you were going to be here,” Layla said, brushing her red hair out of her face. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Been on the front lines like you guys. Fighting, fighting, and more fighting,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah that’s the same as us,” Blade said. 
 
    “I assume your wound healed fine?” Layla asked. 
 
    Macana placed his hand on where he’d been shot. “Yeah, healed fine. I don’t even have a scar somehow,” he said. At Hucara, he’d taken a shot to the arm, leaving a burning hole between his shoulder and the right side of his chest. 
 
    “Good to hear. Hopefully you can avoid getting wounded this time,” Layla said with a little smirk. 
 
    Blade zoned out for the rest of the conversation and went to grab his clothing. All of it was thick: the jacket, pants, shoes, you name it. It was going to make moving difficult. If he engaged any warriors, they would have the same handicap.  
 
    He walked into the changing room, leaving Layla and Macana to catch up. It didn’t take him long to put the clothes on. He felt like a puffball. He was already starting to feel warm as the heat built up. “Pain in the ass…” he muttered as he tried to attach his sword to his hip. 
 
    After arranging his gear, Blade walked out of the room. Over half of the people in the ship wore a full set and nobody looked comfortable. That would change once they entered Damura’s atmosphere. From what he had heard, the temperature dropped just from entering the atmosphere during the winter. 
 
    He looked around for Layla and couldn’t find her. He was able to locate Kane, who was speaking to Travis. He debated going, then decided it was best to join. 
 
    “You both ready to head down?” Blade asked as he walked. 
 
    “Just about,” Travis responded, checking his watch. “We’re leaving soon. You both ready?” 
 
    Both responded with a simple yes. “Good. I need to check on everyone else. We’ll be heading down in three different transports. A group of marines assigned to one and you Sentinels on your own. Be sure to be in there when we’re ready to go,” Travis said, then walked away. 
 
    “This might surprise you, but I don’t really want to fight down there,” Blade said, almost laughing at the puzzled look on his friend’s face. 
 
    “Really? An hour ago you were hoping for a fight! What changed?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Well,” he began as he lifted up his fat-looking arm. “That was before I put these clothes on. It’s hard to move.”  
 
    Kane burst out laughing. “Here I thought you were starting to realize that fighting wasn’t always fun,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I dunno, fighting is just something I’m so used to. I have a hard time imagining not looking forward to it.”  
 
    “You know that Mutieto wouldn’t want you to think like that, right?”  
 
    “I know,” Blade said. 
 
    That was not the answer Kane was expecting. “You know? Then why are you so focused on it?”  
 
    Blade’s smile completely disappeared. “I can’t help myself. We’ve known each other for, what, ten years now?” 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    “I’ve always been vengeful. Whether it was to a bully like Stein or being pranked. I have to get my revenge somehow, and I can’t stop it. I try, especially now, but every time I see a warrior”—Blade’s fist clenched tightly as he thought about it—“a rage comes over me, and that’s it. I can’t get it to go away and have just accepted it,” Blade finished. 
 
    Kane was about to respond when Travis’s voice came over the intercom inside the ship. “All personal, transports are to be boarded now. In fifteen minutes, all transports will be departing to Damura. I repeat, all transports are ready to be boarded. The ships leave in fifteen minutes.”  
 
    “We’ll talk about this later,” Kane said, hoping he would get the chance to talk about it. 
 
    Blade didn’t respond. Instead, he walked toward the transport. He saw Layla and Macana, so he headed that way. Before the war officially started, he swore he’d never let her out of his sight on a battlefield. He knew she would always be safe as long as he was by her side, especially with the harsh conditions on Damura. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
    6 months ago, shortly after the battle for Hucara 
 
      
 
      
 
    A groan escaped his lips as he awoke. It was cold, his head was pounding, and he had no idea where he was. His throat was dry. All he wanted right now was water. As he was about to gasp for it, Mutieto remembered exactly what happened. 
 
    He was fighting a warrior, buying time for Blade and the others to escape. He’d fought with all he had, but the warrior had beaten him, knocking him out instead of killing him. How long had he been out and how? Had he been in a coma? Or had he been intentionally put to sleep while transporting him to… wherever he was? 
 
    He looked around, his vision clearing up. The first thing he saw was a group of people nearby. A few noticed him move, which prompted them to walk toward him. The weird thing was, he wasn’t in a prison—or at least he didn’t think so. There were no cells, no restraints. He could still do magic, so he used it to energize his exhausted body. Did I get rescued? he thought. 
 
    The room was gigantic and had multiple doors that looked like exits. The ground was made of metal, with tables spread out. All the beds made him think this was some sort of prison. He couldn’t see any weaponry, although he located what looked like a kitchen area for food. 
 
    “Hey! He’s awake!” someone said as they ran up to him. 
 
    As soon as someone got close, Mutieto asked for water, the words croaking out due to the tightness in his throat. How long was I out? 
 
    Someone ran off, then came back with a cup of water. Mutieto gulped it down and started coughing, feeling his throat starting to loosen up. He looked around again, seeing a few people standing by him. There were at least fifty people, maybe more. This had to be some sort of prison, then. 
 
    “Where am I?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “You’re aboard a Prazore vessel. You’re a prisoner like us,” a woman responded. “Name’s Tasha,” she said. 
 
    “Mutieto,” he said. This seemed like such an odd way to hold a prisoner, especially someone like him. He didn’t need a weapon to fight; magic was more than enough. He could catch a warrior off guard, take his weapon, and potentially escape. 
 
    “We won’t be on this ship much longer. We’re being transported to a planet, although I don’t know which one,” Tasha said, handing him another cup of water. “You were out for quite some time.” 
 
    “How long?” he asked, feeling his beard. He doubted he was out that long; at least his beard seemed the same length as before. 
 
    “Thirty or so hours, at least since you got here. Not sure how long you were out when you were captured.”  
 
    Mutieto grunted as he stood up, his head feeling cloudy. Must have been drugged, then. He glanced at the ceiling, looking at what he believed was a camera. There weren’t any signs of guards. Could he really just walk out the doors and leave? 
 
    “Are the doors locked?” he asked. 
 
    Tasha shook her head. “Nothing is locked here. You won’t make it far, though, if you try to leave.” 
 
    That meant someone had to have an escape plan or was at least planning for one. “Who’s in charge of escaping?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “Nobody tries to escape anymore. It’s what the aliens want us to do.”  
 
    “What do you mean? Why would they want us to try escaping?” 
 
    “It’s a breaking tactic,” an elderly man said as he walked over, standing next to Tasha. “I’ve been a captive for a few months, well before the war started. People try to escape, get caught, and eventually break as they realize the futility of it. Instead of being rebellious, it makes us obedient to the Prazore.”  
 
    “And you are?”  
 
    “Jonas,” the old man said. 
 
    “So you’re telling me that everyone here has tried escaping already?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “Correct. Many times. You’re the newest person here. The last escape attempt was over a month ago. Nobody will try again,” Jonas said. 
 
    Mutieto smiled. “You haven’t had a person from the Orlion Academy to help. I’m a Sentinel. With my help, we can make it work.”  
 
    “You’re not the first Sentinel to be captured,” Tasha said. She pointed at someone who was sitting alone. “That’s Suresh. He was captured when I was. He’s also a Sentinel in your academy. He allowed himself to be captured after realizing how many people were disappearing, planning to get all of us out at once. It didn’t work out that way.” 
 
    Mutieto glanced at Suresh. He didn’t recognize him, but then again, the academy had many members. Still, it troubled him to see a Sentinel give up. That wasn’t what they were trained to do. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a blessing. Two instead of one may be enough to get out of here.” 
 
    “Listen here,” Jonas said, a hint of annoyance creeping into his voice. “Tasha was polite when she said the guards stopped him. They humiliated him. He was beaten to near death—not once, not twice, but three times.” The old man rose his hand as Mutieto opened his mouth to respond. “Let me finish. After the second attempt, our food and water rations were cut. After the third, none of us had much food to survive, just the bare minimum. It wasn’t a short time, either; it was ten days before our rations returned to normal. If you try, it won’t be just you that suffers.” 
 
    That gave Mutieto pause for a moment as he thought about the consequences. Being beaten nearly to death wasn’t a big deal. Hell, that had happened more than a few times. But to have innocent bystanders suffer for his actions? That was not something he desired. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t pass up a chance to get out of here. “I’m sorry. I have to try,” he said. 
 
    Tasha bowed her head, letting out a sigh. “You’d be lucky to get anyone to help you. When you fail, I hope you realize that the rations cut will be even worse for you. I imagine people will be pissed off at you, far more than they were with Suresh.”  
 
    “I’ve handled—” Mutieto started before being cut off as two guards walked into the room and headed straight toward him. 
 
    Instinctively, he reached for his sword. Oh, right, he thought as his hand grasped nothing but air. This was not the time to fight. Not yet. Mutieto let the guards grab him and didn’t put up a fight as they pushed him forward. 
 
    “The warlord wants a word with you,” one of the guards said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brace yourselves. We’re entering the atmosphere,” the pilot said seconds before the transport started shaking. 
 
    The temperature dropped inside the ship, going from moderately warm to cold. Blade saw his misty breath, along with everyone else’s in the transport. It was negative fifty degrees Celsius outside. Even with magic, he doubted he could raise his body temperature enough to compensate for the cold. 
 
    “H-Holy fuck it’s cold,” Macana said, teeth chattering with each word. 
 
    “Better get used to it,” Layla said, not showing as much discomfort. “It’s not too bad yet.” 
 
    Macana rubbed his hands and arms together. “Y-Yeah right. Who would want to live on this shitty planet?” he asked. 
 
    “The people born here are used to this. To them, this is normal,” Kane said. 
 
    “Maybe w-we shouldn’t evacuate them. The resistance won’t want to come back,” Macana said. 
 
    Blade laughed. “You want to stay back on the ship? I don’t want to hear your whining the whole time. We all feel it. Besides, there are more important things than our comfort,” he said half-jokingly. 
 
    The inside light went from green to red, signaling they were close to their destination. “Enough talking. Get your weapons ready,” Kane said, grabbing his rifle and making sure the others were getting ready. For all he knew, they were all walking into a battlefield, even if they were landing a few miles away from the coordinates. 
 
    There was a bit of shaking and a thud. Then the doors opened. A cold wind with white snow blew through the ship as Sentinels and soldiers alike ran out, securing the perimeter. 
 
    Marines spread out in all directions, hiding behind trees as Travis gathered the Sentinels together. It was hard enough to see with the wind and downpour of snow, but it was also nighttime, making it nearly impossible to see farther than a couple of feet in front of them. 
 
    “How far away did we land?” Kane asked. 
 
    Travis pulled out his data pad. “We landed a bit closer than I wanted. We’re a little over two miles out. I wanted three,” he said, putting his pad away. 
 
    “Good thing we didn’t land that far, then. It’ll take us at least a couple of hours to walk the distance anyway,” Macana said. 
 
    “I estimated five or so hours for three miles. We’ll arrive ahead of schedule,” Travis responded. “Blade, grab three Sentinels. You’re taking point. Dolesky, grab three to watch our flank.” 
 
    “Kane, Kurvara, Layla, and I will take the lead, then,” Blade said. 
 
    “Sir, three marines or Sentinels as well?” the marine, Dolesky, asked. 
 
    “Whichever you prefer,” Travis said. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking through the snow was a tedious process. It was taking longer than Blade had expected. If there were any Prazore nearby, there was a decent chance they would pass each other and not know it. “I hope the weather is better during the day,” Blade said, squinting as he tried to see farther ahead. While he was reaching out with his magic, it didn’t guarantee he would sense anything. Warriors were trained to hide their presence. 
 
    “Wouldn’t get your hopes up on that,” Kane said, not seeming as bothered by the weather as the rest of them. “It varies. The only thing I know for sure is that it’s always below zero, windy, and cold as shit.” 
 
    “I didn’t know shit could be this cold,” Blade said with a chuckle. 
 
    Kane rolled his eyes, even though nobody could see it. “You know what I mean, smartass.” 
 
    “You two should look at the bright side of all this,” Kurvara began. 
 
    “What bright side could that be?” Blade asked. 
 
    “You’ll enjoy the next planet more than you could ever imagine,” she said. 
 
    The wind picked up, causing Blade to shiver. Even with his thick jacket, it was freezing. He didn’t think he’d have to worry about hypothermia or anything, but that didn’t comfort his frozen body. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell Macana you didn’t want to hear any bitching?” Layla asked. 
 
    “He’s not here, is he?” Blade said. “I never said anything about me complaining.” 
 
    “You’re hopeless,” she said. 
 
    “Nah, just a hypocrite,” he admitted. “I didn’t think it would be so bad outside the ship.” 
 
    “Did you really think it would be the same?” Kane asked, a little flabbergasted. 
 
    “Would it surprise you that I didn’t think about that at all?” 
 
    “No,” Kane, Layla, and Kurvara said at the same time. 
 
    “Sheesh, thanks for the vote of confidence,” Blade said. 
 
    They stopped talking as fatigue was starting to creep up. Each step was becoming harder and harder—so was breathing. Blade wouldn’t admit it if asked, but he felt his legs starting to burn. He had never walked in snow this deep. 
 
    “Halt,” Travis said over the commlink. 
 
    Blade moved to the nearest tree. Layla hid behind the one next to him. Kane ran toward a bush. Kurvara ducked behind a pile of snow. Blade didn’t sense anything unusual, and he didn’t know how Travis could see enemy movement from behind. 
 
    A gust of wind blew a flurry of snow into Blade’s eyes, blinding him for a moment and causing him to tense up.  
 
    Travis walked up and signaled them to gather around him. “At our current pace, we should arrive within the next twenty or so minutes. Do you all remember the code words?” Travis asked, watching as everyone nodded. “Good. You four will be the first to utter the code. Be ready to say it once we get there.” 
 
    The code words were to stop friendly fire. Since there was no commlink communication, both groups had decided on code words. The Alliance would say “frozen” and the response would be “solid.” Fitting for the situation. 
 
    “Keep your eyes up. Never know if we’ve been compromised,” Travis said, signaling them to get moving. 
 
    Blade moved first, the other three following again. It didn’t take long for the trees to start thinning. It was still hard to see due to all the snowfall and darkness, but it was a little easier without so many trees blocking the way. 
 
    “Do you see that?” Kane asked. 
 
    “See what?” Blade asked. 
 
    “I think there is someone over there by that rock,” Kane whispered, pointing it out. 
 
    Blade squinted, not seeing anything at first, then saw a little movement. How Kane saw it, he would never know. “I see it. I’ll say the words. Be ready in case it’s not our contacts,” Blade said, raising his rifle a little. He wasn’t going to let his guard down.  
 
    Kane signaled Layla and Kurvara to get ready. They had their rifles pointed at the rock. Blade inched closer. “Frozen,” he said. 
 
    “Solid,” came the response. Relief flooded the group as a group of six resistance members came out of hiding. Blade wouldn’t call them soldiers, but their clothing was interesting. The resistance fighters were wearing a mix of warm clothing and what looked like Prazore armor—a hybrid of sorts. It was black mixed with gray. They were also carrying the staffs that warriors used. 
 
    “We’ve made contact,” Kane said over the commlink.  
 
    “You’re a little early. Where are the rest of you?” an older man said. Blade assumed he was the leader. 
 
    “They’ll be here shortly. Name’s Blade,” he said, extending his hand. 
 
    “Khal,” was the response. “This is Aberdine, Luther, Ziff, Hayel, and Alon.”  
 
    “I’m Kane. This is Kurvara and Layla,” Kane said as he realized Blade wasn’t going to introduce them. 
 
    Khal tilted his head as he saw movement. “I am assuming those are the rest.”  
 
    “That would be correct,” Travis said as he walked up. “I’m General Travis, leader of this expedition.” 
 
    Khal nodded. “We should get moving. We have a half-day’s walk. Would prefer we avoid any potential encounters with any Prazore.” 
 
    Blade almost groaned when he heard that. He was hoping for some snowmobiles or something. He felt a nudge. It was Layla. “Even I can see how happy you are,” she whispered so that only he could hear. 
 
    “Don’t act like you’re overjoyed about it,” he shot back. 
 
    She shrugged. “Better than fighting. Besides, it’ll help get us used to this climate faster.” 
 
    “I take it your base is in the mountains?” Kurvara asked. 
 
    “Yep. I’d prefer we make it before daylight. So far, we’ve remained hidden,” Khal said. 
 
    “Wait, the Prazore don’t even know where your base is?” Travis asked. 
 
    “Mmhmm. Let’s go,” Khal said, motioning for them to follow as he and his group started forward. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    “How far are we?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Not far now,” Ziff said. 
 
    That was better than the last answer he’d heard, when Travis asked. His legs were burning. On the bright side, he wasn’t freezing as badly, although Blade was still cold.  
 
    “I’m curious about something,” Blade began. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ziff asked. 
 
    “Your clothing doesn’t look very warm, at least compared to ours. Are you just more resilient to the cold?”  
 
    Ziff shook his head. “Believe it or not, it’s cold for us, too, although we are used to it. What we’re wearing is actually very warm. It doesn’t look it, but I would bet this is warmer than what you all are wearing.” 
 
    “Really? So would you say you’re cold at all right now?” Layla asked, butting into the conversation. 
 
    “Once I put this on, the only parts of me that get cold are the exposed parts, usually just the face,” Ziff said. 
 
    “And your clothing is mixed with Prazore armor?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Right. We’re a little more experienced in making efficient clothing due to how we live. We have plenty if you want to swap out clothing,” Ziff said. 
 
    “I’ll be taking you up on that offer,” Blade said. “It doesn’t look like your movement is restricted. I feel like if I fought I wouldn’t be able to move how I want due to my clothing.” 
 
    “You’ll want to swap out, then,” Ziff said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Layla asked. 
 
    “You’ll find out. We’ve arrived,” Ziff said. 
 
    It had been an uneventful journey, but also an insightful one. Light was beginning to shine as Blade and the others arrived at the base. At first glance, he noticed the number of caves. Thanks to them, it was easy for the resistance to remain undetected. He wondered if the Prazore had thought about this possibility. 
 
    “How long does it stay light out?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Five hours during this time of year. Twenty-one hours during the summer,” Luther said. 
 
    Even daylight was on the extreme side. Kane felt like he’d enjoy summer more or hate both. He was about to say something when he saw a woman walk out of a cave, a sword on her hip. She had white hair and thin metal armor like the others. He wasn’t expecting to see anyone from Orlion here. 
 
    The woman had her back to them. Her head shifted slightly as Kane and the others got closer. It was enough to see the flash of anger in her eyes. “Why are there people from the academy here?” she asked, not hiding the anger in her voice. “I specifically asked for Alliance military assistance.” 
 
    Great, another person who hates us. Why is she wearing a sword, then? Why does she hate us? Kane thought. Before Hucara, he’d encountered a man named Otis, who hated people from all academies. Before escaping Verroc, Otis had decided to stay behind. Kane wondered if he was still alive or not. 
 
    “We’re working together with the Orlion Academy, which is very instrumental in our fights with the invaders,” Travis said, stepping between the Sentinels and the woman. “I’m General Travis. You are?”  
 
    “I’m Avril, leader of the resistance.”  
 
    At that moment, Kane noticed something odd about her. When she had complained about the Sentinels, she hadn’t even looked at them. When speaking, her eyes remained still, not looking at anything in particular. Is she blind? he wondered. 
 
    Arturo, a Sentinel, spoke up. “What problem do you have with us? We’re here to help, something you desperately need.”  
 
    “You’ll get in the way. I can already tell you won’t be much help,” Avril said. 
 
    A flash of red shot across Arturo’s face, his lips curling in anger. “How dare you. I have been fighting this war since the start, while you’ve been here playing hide and seek.” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. Avril raised her hand, causing Arturo to fly a few feet into a cave wall. She did not drop her hand. 
 
    He couldn’t budge a muscle. It was as if every part of his body was stuck to the wall. I can’t break her hold on me, Arturo thought as he tried to move. 
 
    Avril took out her sword and walked forward. 
 
    Kane didn’t want to see where this was going. “Hey! We aren’t here to fight!” he said, trying to step between her and Arturo when a few of her men stepped in his way. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt him,” Avril said, resting her sword against Arturo’s chest. His chest flinched a little. “I just want to show him how weak he is.” She focused her attention fully on Arturo. “I could kill you right now. There is not a thing you can do about it. Remember that.”  
 
    She released her hold on him and put her sword back in its sheath. Avril turned her back to him. Arturo fell to the ground, landing in a pile of snow. He glared at Avril with hatred, but he knew he shouldn’t try to fight her. That wasn’t his mission. 
 
    “This was just a tiny glimpse of my power. This is why I lead the resistance and not any of you. I lead my people in this war, not the Alliance or any Sentinel. I know how to fight these invaders and win,” Avril said. 
 
    “Oh really? I assume that’s why they still have control over your planet!” Blade said angrily. His hand was resting on his sword. He really wanted to fight her, show her that she wasn’t the only skilled fighter. 
 
    That stopped Avril in her tracks. “That’s because reinforcements keep arriving. If it weren’t for that, we would have won this planet back a long time ago. Do you want to know our casualties in the last two months?” 
 
    “Humor me,” Blade said dryly. 
 
    “We’ve lost twenty-one good people. We’ve taken out well over two hundred warriors. Since we grabbed their gear, we’ve been able to turn this fight in our favor.” 
 
    “You’ve modified the armor you took from the bodies?” Travis asked, relieved that the fighting seemed to stop. 
 
    “Yes. The modifications are great against the energy blasts these staffs shoot. Downside is, it does leave us open to normal bullets, which the Prazore don’t use at all,” Avril said. 
 
    “Do you think this is why you’ve been fighting so well?” Travis asked. 
 
    “A part, but not all. The weather has helped. The suckers had no idea what hit them. They arrived before summer ended. Then, five weeks later, it went from hot to freezing. It didn’t take long for them to adjust, though. You should unpack your gear. Come see me once you’re settled,” Avril said, walking into a cave. 
 
    “What a bitch,” Blade said to Kane, making sure not to say it so loud that others could hear him. 
 
    “She’s got an attitude. Wonder what she has against us,” Kane asked. 
 
    “Who knows? She has a sword, which is obviously not part of any academy, at least judging from how she was talking. She seems skilled with magic, as I am sure you noticed,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane nodded in agreement. “Yes, and her movements are very precise. Her walking and magic usage just now, not an ounce of wasted energy. Wonder how she does it blind.” 
 
    “Huh?” Blade said, confused. “Did you see how she moved? No way she’s blind.” 
 
    “Watch her eyes next time you see her. She never looked at any one of us—not directly. Even when she spoke with Travis, her eyes remained still, not glancing around or looking at anything. Obviously has to do with magic, but to what extent?” Kane said. He would have to ask her about it. 
 
    “Let’s go talk to her while the rest of them unload. Just for a moment,” Blade said. He didn’t wait to see if Kane was following and walked toward the cave that Avril walked into. 
 
    They both walked into the cave. Avril was sitting at a table with her back turned to them. She seemed to be studying something, but Blade couldn’t see what. 
 
    Without a simple glance, Avril asked, “What do you two want?”  
 
    Kane’s right. She is blind, but very aware of what’s going on, Blade thought. He had never heard of a blind fighter, at least not that he could think of. 
 
    “While supplies are being handed out, I figured we should speak,” Blade said. 
 
    There was a brief silence. “And?” Avril asked impatiently.  
 
    At that moment, Blade wasn’t sure what he wanted to talk to her about. He really just wanted to see if Kane was right about her being blind, but he’d look really stupid if he said nothing and walked out. Luckily, Kane seemed more prepared. 
 
    “What do you want our help with that seems more important than leaving this planet now?” Kane asked. 
 
    Blade was expecting some outrage and to be kicked out. Instead, her face softened a little before she spoke. 
 
    “It’s simple. A little over two weeks ago we were ambushed. We had been raiding this patrol for a few weeks. We were doing one of our last hits when we ran into a trap. Only a few of us got away. Everyone else was captured,” she began, shifting her seat a little as she spoke. “Those were some of our best fighters, and I let them down. I know where they are imprisoned, and I can’t do it alone. With your help, however, we should be able to rescue them with little losses.”  
 
    “Is that what you’re studying, then? A plan to assault this prison,” Blade asked. 
 
    “No. This is for your leaders when we discuss the assault plan.” 
 
    “What if we don’t agree to help? What will you do then?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Then you have wasted all of our time coming here. None of us will leave without them,” Avril said. 
 
    “If you can’t do it a—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We will not leave without them,” Avril said, cutting off Kane. “You haven’t been here. If you lived here and fought with us since the start, you’d feel the same.” 
 
    “I have no idea what Travis will think of this. I suppose it will depend on just how fortified it is. I hope you know that,” Kane said. 
 
    “My stance stays the same. Now go. Get yourselves situated so we can start planning. We don’t have all day.”  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
    6 months ago, after the battle for Hucara 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get moving,” a guard said as Mutieto was pushed forward, almost causing him to lose his balance. He was testing them, seeing how slow he could go before being prompted to move faster and what actions the guards took. Mutieto was impressed at just how on-guard they were. They reacted to even his slightest moves. One thing he knew for sure was that he couldn’t rely on a guard getting careless. 
 
    For the most part, the guards didn’t talk. If he asked any questions, they’d either ignore them or tell him to shut up. Finally, they arrived at their destination, wherever he was being taken to. Mutieto was about to walk through the door when both guards grabbed one of his arms and opened the door themselves. 
 
    “Worried I’ll try something?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    As expected, there was no response. The door opened, and there stood one Prazore, scars covering his face. He was the biggest one Mutieto had seen so far. He also knew who it was. 
 
    “Warlord,” both guards said simultaneously. “We have brought the prisoner, as requested.” 
 
    “Good. You may leave us,” Vorka commanded. 
 
    Without any hesitation, the guards let Mutieto go and walked out of the room. Interesting. Leaving a magic user with their highest-ranked military officer without so much as a question why. Leadership must be strict. No matter the order, a warrior will listen, Mutieto thought, impressed at the Prazore’s resolve. It was good information to know, although he’d suspected it. 
 
    He watched the warlord but didn’t say anything. Mutieto sensed the guards getting farther and farther away. If he attacked Vorka now, there would be no reinforcements in time to help. His eyes scanned the room. Not much room for maneuverability. There weren’t any weapons—just a desk, a couple of chairs, and some weird alien artifacts that he imagined came from wherever the Prazore called home. 
 
    “You can try if you want. You’ll be disappointed in the results, however,” Vorka said, breaking the silence. 
 
    “What do you want me to try?” Mutieto asked, feigning ignorance.  
 
    Vorka’s lips curled into a smile. “Will you sit?” he asked, pointing to the nearest chair. 
 
    “I would rather stand.” 
 
    “So be it,” Vorka said. “I have a question for you, more for my own curiosity than anything else.” 
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
    “On the planet Sarus, why was there a member of the Orlion Academy there? I can’t think of a logical reason as to why one of your people were there.” 
 
    “You won’t get anything from me. If you’re going to torture me, just get on with it. You won’t get any information either way,” Mutieto said. 
 
    Vorka towered over his prisoner, who didn’t flinch an inch. “While I am sure I could get information that way, I would rather not. Let’s make a compromise.”  
 
    Mutieto eyed him suspiciously. “What compromise would that be?” 
 
    “Let’s make it simple. I ask you a question, you answer, and then you ask me a question and I answer.” 
 
    “How do I know you’ll actually answer?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “We Prazore aren’t liars. Of course, you can’t know that, so in good faith, I will let you begin,” Vorka said. 
 
    What would be a good first question? It took him ten seconds before he thought of one. “What are your plans for the prisoners you’ve been taking?” he asked. 
 
    “Straight to it. I like that,” Vorka said before answering the question. “They’ll integrate into our society—in time. For now, all prisoners will be educated on our culture and work for us. Depending on an individual’s talents, it could be building a ship, gathering food, cooking, and so on,” Vorka answered. 
 
    “Then why did yo—” 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah. It’s my turn, remember?” Vorka interrupted. 
 
    Mutieto shut his mouth and nodded. 
 
    “I will ask the same one. Why was there someone from the Orlion Academy on Sarus?” 
 
    He bit his tongue lightly, thinking of how to best answer the question. “Uh…” Mutieto started before realizing it couldn’t hurt to tell the truth. “The Sentinel on Sarus knew something bad was going to happen. Knowing that, they went to investigate, which led to your attack,” Mutieto said. He intentionally left out Yulara’s name, as he didn’t want to endanger her in any way. 
 
    “I see. I knew your magic abilities were strong, yet I hadn’t heard of such a technique in my time studying it.”  
 
    Mutieto wasn’t going to expand on the ability Yulara used; she was the only known person in the galaxy that could do it. It was a very rare ability, one that hadn’t been seen in over two hundred years. 
 
    “My turn,” Mutieto said.  
 
    “Go on.”  
 
    “Why did you take prisoners in your first assaults and hide the bodies? You went to great lengths not to kill local militia,” he asked. 
 
    “Believe it or not, our goal isn’t to kill or enslave. We want this conflict to take as few lives as possible. Unfortunately, we have researched all of you thoroughly, making war our only option. Eventually, you will all integrate into our way of life, making the galaxy a much safer place,” Vorka said. 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question.”  
 
    That got a little laugh from the warlord. “I suppose not. We respect life and death. With anyone we killed, we took the bodies so that no one would know what happened. We wanted to delay military action for as long as we could. What we did with the bodies…” Vorka thought for a moment. “In your tongue, I believe it’s called cremation. We cremated the bodies, as we do with ours.”  
 
    It made sense. Unless Vorka was not telling him everything, the bodies weren’t being used for any secret activity and were just taken so that the Alliance had to research further, giving the Prazore time to prepare. Forcing people to integrate into a society never works well. Our own history has shown that, he thought. There was no way that the Prazore would ever reign peacefully if they won the war. 
 
    “My turn. I would like a deeper explanation on how this Sentinel knew something was going to happen,” Vorka said. 
 
    These questions were going differently than Mutieto had thought. He was expecting Vorka to ask military questions or something to that effect. Why so much interest in this subject? Not even Yulara knew how it worked. 
 
    “It’s a magical ability. There is nothing specific that triggers it. All I know is that it usually involves danger of some kind. The person it happens to knows where, but not when. It can take anywhere from hours to months before the danger comes,” Mutieto answered. 
 
    “Interesting, and yet it has helped you prepare for us in other ways. Proceed with your question,” Vorka said. 
 
    He wondered if Vorka would answer this question. Hopefully he would so that Mutieto could understand these aliens more. 
 
    “What are your true goals in fighting us? To clarify, why are you so intent on attacking us and wanting us to integrate into your society?” 
 
    “How to answer this question…” Vorka said. “To answer this, I suppose I will need to provide a brief history lesson,” he said, pausing again before continuing. “Over five hundred years ago, on my side of the galaxy, we were at war with a species known as the Karnvarians. Like us to you, we had never seen this species, although they did not begin by attacking us. We shared information, resources, and all of that with each other. They were very advanced and had a strong military. One day, they attacked us. The war lasted seventy-one years, the longest in our history, and it changed us forever.”  
 
    Mutieto could see why this would change a civilization. That was a lot of young people who saw war and nothing else. He suspected this war with the Karnvarians had changed the Prazore into a more warlike nation, which would explain the attack on the outer worlds.  
 
    “It changed us from a peaceful species to a more violent one. As I am sure you suspect, many generations grew up during the war. It was all they knew. Ever since that war, we have wanted a peaceful galaxy. When we discovered this side, we knew that action had to be taken before you discovered us, which would result in you trying to conquer us. In short, we want a unified galaxy that isn’t split into different nations. We want one ruler, one nation, and equality for everyone. That is the only way we can prevent a major war from happening again,” Vorka said. “I hope that adequately answers your question.” 
 
    “It does. I don’t agree with your methods, but at least I understand the reasoning,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “What do—or should I say did—you think our goals were?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “Galactic domination, which I am right about, regardless of your intentions,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, but I want your further thoughts on this matter.” 
 
    “Fine,” Mutieto said, scratching his beard. “With all the prisoners you were taking, I was positive you were using them for slave labor. Whether you sold them as slaves or used them yourselves to do your dirty work. I do think them being slaves is accurate, since you are forcing prisoners to work. Most conquerors love their slaves, after all.” He looked up at the ceiling, thinking before continuing. “Honestly, that is all I can think of. Stopping you from winning is all I care about. Your intentions don’t change my resolve in stopping you at all costs.” 
 
    “Such a simple mind. It’s interesting to me that you can be such a skilled warrior yet see things one way or the other. Or do you disagree with me?” 
 
    “I do disagree. It’s pretty simple for me to come up with reasons to fight you. You invaded our planets, took innocent people, killed and kidnapped them without any warning. You just attacked us—no words or anything. Or do you disagree with that?” Mutieto could barely contain his anger. He didn’t understand how Vorka thought there was no way for a peaceful solution instead of this war, a war these aliens started. 
 
    “Of course not. But you know as well as I do that your government would not submit. Neither will the Empire or the Yevonions. So rather than letting you prepare for war, we struck, catching you unaware and taking the whole outer edge before you could respond. Wouldn’t you say that’s the preferred method instead of warning your enemy of your intentions?” Vorka said. He was utterly calm and was rather enjoying the conversation, unlike Mutieto. 
 
    “You could have just left us alone. We didn’t even know you existed! Even if we had, we would have contacted you peacefully, with no intentions of starting a war. We could have made a solid, peaceful partnership instead of this war.” 
 
    “With your current government, I believe you. But what about in fifty years? One hundred years? Longer? You don’t know what would happen then. If we are all one united galaxy, however, we won’t have to worry about an inevitable war starting. Rather than delay the inevitable, we are getting it over with now, preventing a potentially bigger disaster in the future.”  
 
    Vorka’s passion surprised Mutieto. He was extremely calm until he started talking about uniting the galaxy; then the warlord’s voice rose with passion. These weren’t just words to encourage his followers to fight. Vorka truly believed this was the best way forward. There would be no reasoning with him. When Mutieto escaped, he would make sure to tell the Alliance that its goal should be the assassination of Vorka and whoever reigned above him. 
 
    “That will be all for now,” Vorka said as two guards entered the room. “I will be interested in learning more about you soon,” he continued, watching as Mutieto was taken back to the rest of the prisoners. 
 
    Vorka had learned more than he thought he would. He’d taught Mutieto much about his culture, yet it was a small piece. He would learn more as time went on. It would be some time before the people on this side of the galaxy could integrate into Prazore society. These were stubborn people. 
 
    Vorka also knew that, at some point soon, both the Empire and Yevonions would join the war. The Alliance had been the easy target. If the Prazore had attacked the Empire or Yevonions, they’d have asked the Alliance for help and the Alliance would have provided it. The Empire and Yevonions were not as kind, which was why he’d recommended leaving them alone for now. So far, he’d been correct in focusing on just the Alliance.  
 
    From what he’d gathered from his research, the Yevonions would only help if there was some personal gain. If they were offered planets or resources, they might join, but it wouldn’t be cheap. It was also something the Alliance couldn’t afford to do right now. The Empire, however, was unpredictable. Vorka knew there was a meeting happening between the Alliance and the Empire, but would they join forces? Or would the Empire refuse and stay neutral? He supposed it didn’t matter. That problem was being worked on. 
 
    There was no doubt in Vorka’s mind that the Prazore could take on two of the three major nations at the same time and win. If all three worked together, well, the war could go either way at that point. Of course, there is almost no chance that happens. The Yevonions are far too stubborn. By the time they realize their mistake, it will be too late, he thought with a smile, imagining their looks of panic as the Prazore defeated the Empire and the Alliance in turn. It wouldn’t be long before the Alliance fell and the rest would follow shortly after. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
           Present time 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ve encountered resistance on planets Damura and Pondrae. We’ve secured every other planet,” Vresh, one of the generals, said. 
 
    Supreme Overlord Shiviath nodded in approval. “Good. It seems these small pockets of resistance were taken care of faster than anticipated. I’ve heard the weather on Damura is making it difficult to wipe out the resistance there. What is our problem on Pondrae?” 
 
    There was a brief silence as General Klai stood up. “It’s the water. Pondrae is ninety percent water, and they appear to live in the water. Their navy appears to be stronger than ours,” he said with shame. 
 
    Shiviath wore a look of disproval as he shook his head. “A navy more advanced than ours?” he said as he looked over at Vorka. “As warlord, what other areas do you think the Alliance has an advantage over us?” 
 
    “Just their navy and magic. We have the advantage everywhere else,” Vorka said. 
 
    “Get our morphers to work out this water problem and make it a top priority, minus their current project,” Shiviath commanded. 
 
    “It will be done, supreme one,” Vorka said with a slight bow. He looked over at Vresh, the one who wanted to be warlord over him. Over the past couple of months, Vresh had been clashing with him about how to proceed with the invasion. Vorka could see in his eyes that he was about to make a move. 
 
    “Now, onto more pressing matters. How is our push toward the inner core proceeding?” Shiviath asked. 
 
    “We’re making good progress. Around a quarter of the planets have surrendered without a fight, while a few others were conquered relatively easily,” Vorka said. 
 
    Vorka was about to continue when he was interrupted by Vresh. “We could have all the inner core planets under our control and a few core worlds if our warlord wasn’t slowing the assault,” he said. 
 
    It had only been a matter of time. Vresh was making his move, trying to make Vorka look bad. It wouldn’t work; Shiviath knew Vorka’s reasons and strategy were far more important than just rushing forward. If the Alliance were to win this war, it would be because an idiot like Vresh was given command. 
 
    “I see. Vorka, would you explain why we haven’t done so?” Shiviath asked. 
 
    “Of course. From our very first battle at Hucara, the Alliance has proven far more resourceful than anticipated. We almost lost half of our fleet due to a design flaw in our shields, something I was able to see and avoid before it was too late. Their ability to adapt is better than any other civilization we’ve conquered. With that in mind, I have decided to find more information on high-value planets that would yield us resources or harm the Alliance. The last thing we want is to stretch our forces too thin and give our enemy a chance to exploit us.” Not once while Vorka spoke did he look away from Vresh. 
 
    Vresh sneered. “I think it’s because you’re a coward. If we had a competent warlord, well, this war would be almost over.”  
 
    This was it. Vorka now knew that Vresh felt confident enough to take over as warlord. He closed his eyes, knowing what was about to happen. It would be an Acirassi, a dual to the death for who would be warlord. This last happened to Warlord Zo-Ronkin, considered one of the worst warlords in recent memory. He was challenged and killed. It had been the first time in over a thousand years that a reigning warlord lost a challenge to his position. 
 
    “Are you challenging the warlord to an Acirassi?” Shiviath asked. 
 
    Before Vresh could say anything, Vorka spoke to him directly. “You don’t need to die today. I give you this last warning before you utter the words.” 
 
    Once declared, there was no backing out. If one started an Acirassi and then tried to back out, he was executed in shame. 
 
    “You would want that,” Vresh said confidently. “You’re unfit to lead the Prazore. I challenge you, Warlord Vorka, to an Acirassi.” 
 
    The words were spoken, and nothing else could be done. While foolish, Vresh had certain talents that Vorka would miss. 
 
    As the words left Vresh’s mouth, the other generals stood up and walked backward, giving Vorka and Vresh room to fight. There was no time to prepare; once the challenge was issued, the fight began immediately. The generals and Shiviath would watch. Once the fight was over, the body of the loser would be taken away and the meeting would proceed as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “You know the rules. Both of you are to walk twenty feet away. Once I say ‘begin,’ the fight starts,” Shiviath said. He didn’t seem bothered by this challenge. 
 
    Vorka grabbed his staff. He had no intention of using it in this dual. This staff’s first kill would be a magic user and nobody else. He knew that he would have to utterly humiliate Vresh to secure his status as warlord for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Silence reigned as each warrior walked his twenty steps. The air was thick with tension. None of the current generals had seen an Acirassi like this; it had been so long since the last warlord had been challenged. Vorka could see a few generals looking concerned, knowing that Vresh could lead them to ruin. 
 
    Vorka looked his opponent in the eyes. All he could see was confidence. While he had no doubt he’d win this fight, he was not looking forward to it. Vorka had every advantage. He was taller and more muscular and had been trained by some of the best Prazore warriors. Not once had he stopped training: he always wanted to improve, both physically and mentally. 
 
    Vresh had been born to the lower class, struggling to move up. He surprised his family, however, as he rose to the upper class. It was rare for someone born from such a low class to become a general.  
 
    How unfortunate. Vresh was the reason his family rose to power. Now their names will go back to obscurity, Vorka thought as he dropped his staff to the ground with a loud clang that echoed across the room. There were surprised looks from some generals, yet not a single one uttered a word. Shiviath didn’t seem to care. 
 
    Vresh looked confused, and his confidence disappeared for a moment before returning. “You won’t use your staff?” he asked. 
 
    “I won’t need it,” Vorka responded. 
 
    “May the best warrior win. Begin!” Shiviath said. 
 
    Vresh charged, not wasting any time to start this fight. He pulled back his staff, ready to take the head off his opponent. Armor clanked as his feet smacked the ground harder and he picked up speed.  
 
    Vorka didn’t move an inch until Vresh’s staff was swinging toward his head. He sidestepped the attack, hearing the whoosh of wind as the staff missed its target. He ducked the next strike, then kicked Vresh in the stomach.  
 
    Vresh let out a wheeze as he took a knee, gasping for air. “H-How?” he asked as he coughed again, blood splattering the ground. One kick? Vresh thought. Not sure how that kick did so much damage. 
 
    “You disgrace your family. The name you worked so hard to get will vanish, something you should have thought about before challenging me,” Vorka taunted, but he made no move to continue his attack. 
 
    “That was a lucky strike. You can’t win without a weapon!” Vresh said as anger took over. He swung his staff wildly. 
 
    The attacks were precise, each aimed to force Vorka to move in a certain direction. It didn’t matter; Vorka knew exactly what Vresh was doing. His movements wasted little energy as he dodged each strike by mere inches, smiling as he saw the frustration growing on Vresh’s face. 
 
    Truthfully, Vorka wasn’t enjoying this fight. Killing one of his own was never something he wanted to do. But he had to make sure the other generals knew the price if they challenged him. 
 
    After dodging a few more attacks, Vorka dove forward and grabbed Vresh’s hand. A gasp of surprise escaped Vresh’s lips as Vorka pulled his arm backward. “This is why you can’t lead,” Vorka said. “You don’t study your opponents. You just try to brute force your way through.” He then snapped Vresh’s arm by punching the elbow. 
 
    A scream of pain exploded from Vresh as his left arm hung loosely at his side, a bone sticking out where his elbow was. Before Vresh could react, Vorka slammed his head into his face.  
 
    Vorka heard the cartilage of Vresh’s nose break. Blood flowed from Vresh’s mouth and nose and onto the floor. Vorka watched as Vresh realized he’d lost this fight. 
 
    “I gave you one out,” Vorka said, kicking his downed opponent in the chest and causing him to fall on his side. “You disgrace us all. If you were in my position, we would lose this war.” He continued to kick his downed opponent in the rib cage. Each kick was breaking a bone. To Vresh’s credit, he didn’t whimper or beg for his life. He just coughed out blood as each blow caused more and more to come pouring out of his mouth. All he could do now was wait for death to take him. 
 
    Vorka stopped kicking, watching as Vresh kept coughing. All his ribs were broken. He couldn’t stand up even if he tried. Vorka rested his foot against the downed warrior’s throat. 
 
    He felt pity for the general. It was one of the many downsides of being born in a lower class. Vresh did not have anywhere near the amount of training Vorka had. Vorka had been raised to lead; Vresh was lucky to make it to general. If he was lucky, maybe in a few decades he could have given Vorka a good fight, but his lack of patience cost him his life. 
 
    Vresh gurgled as the foot pressed down against his windpipe. Air left his body, and there was nothing he could do. Instinctively, Vresh raised his right arm, grasping Vorka’s foot. He didn’t try moving it; he just squeezed as he started feeling light-headed. 
 
    Vorka could feel the surprise on the other generals’ faces. They had not expected this fight to be so one-sided. He didn’t look at them, though, as he kept his gaze on Vresh’s bulging eyes. Keeping his eyes on Vresh, he pressed his foot as hard as he could, snapping his neck. His arm let go of Vorka’s foot and hit the ground with a thud. 
 
    Vorka looked at the lifeless eyes that stared at him. He kept his foot there for a few more seconds before taking it off. No general here would challenge him any time soon. Not only had he defeated his opponent with ease, but he did it without a weapon. 
 
    Shiviath broke the building silence. “Guards, clean this up,” he said, walking toward Vorka. “It seems, Warlord, that you have won quite convincingly.” 
 
    “He was a fool. He could have been great, had he been patient,” Vorka said. 
 
    “It does not matter. We need to get back to planning our next move,” Shiviath said, watching as Vresh’s corpse was dragged away. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stars were a blur as the ship traveled through warp space. Yulara had always enjoyed traveling; it was soothing and a great way to calm the mind.  
 
    As ordered by Valin, she’d chosen four Sentinels to join them on this mission. She glanced to her left, looking over at Ortega and Vaughan. She had personally picked all four; she’d worked with them previously and knew they were skilled. 
 
    Ortega had been with her during the Yevonion Crisis. She wouldn’t have been able to prevent that conflict alone and had been helpful in negotiating a peace, preventing the war between the Alliance and Yevonions. 
 
    Vaughan had saved her life back at Orlion. He had proven himself by holding off the Dark Lions, a powerful pirate group that had attacked the academy and caught all of them by surprise. He’d been trapped with Yulara in the shield tower. With his help, Yulara and Vaughan held off the pirates and prevented them from taking over the shield tower until reinforcements arrived.  
 
    She glanced to the right, seeing Clasara and Ulrich. The two were married with two children. Yulara and Clasara had been friends since childhood and had been on many missions together.  
 
    Ulrich had gone on plenty of missions with them and was usually found near Clasara. Yulara was there when their relationship started and when all of them had thought it was over. The ship’s engines had exploded, along with the radios. Air was running out when a stranger came by and provided them with air. Ulrich had been able to meditate into such a deep trance that oxygen lasted a few hours longer than it should have. 
 
    She turned around, eying Valin, the most important person on this ship. Next to him were two elite guards. The other guards were stationed around the ship. Nobody would be able to sneak up on them. This was one of her most important missions ever—one that, if done correctly, could bring a change to this war. 
 
    The Empire was meeting them in a neutral system halfway between Alliance and Empire territory. This location was first used during a war against the Yevonions over two hundred years ago. Ever since then, this was the usual spot. 
 
    “How much longer until we get there?” Valin asked no one in particular. 
 
    Yulara looked at the nearest clock. The total flight time would take a little over thirty-three hours and it had been thirty-two. “We should be there within the hour,” she responded. 
 
    Meeting arrangements had been simple. Both sides would arrive with three cruisers, the strongest ones from each side. Even if a Prazore fleet attacked them, the ships would easily hold out long enough to enter warp space and get out of there. Worst-case scenario, the ships should allow them to buy enough time for reinforcements.  
 
    “What do you think our odds of securing an alliance with the Empire are?” Yulara asked. 
 
    Valin scratched his chin before answering. “Better than they are letting on, I think. I can’t say for sure, though. Last time we had a meeting was twenty or so years ago, not since Supreme Leader Patite.” 
 
    “Maybe we should maintain contact if this goes well,” Clasara said, cutting into the conversation unexpectedly. “If we had better relations with them in the first place, maybe we wouldn’t have lost Hucara.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence. Yulara wasn’t going to say anything. She didn’t disagree with her; it just didn’t seem like the right time to bring it up. 
 
    “You’re not wrong. It’s just not as easy as you would expect. We’ve all got our egos that make it more difficult,” Valin said, surprising Yulara with the response. “Everything would be so much easier if we didn’t have it. What can we do, though?” 
 
    “Just drop it and do what’s best for everyone. I know it’s too much to ask regarding the Yevonions. Those bastards have such little regard for anyone else,” Ortega said. 
 
    “We’ll see how this goes,” Valin said, ending the conversation. They didn’t speak for the rest of the trip. 
 
    Yulara walked toward one of the windows, looking out as the stars started coming into focus. The Empire had already arrived with, as had been agreed upon, three cruisers. Other than that, it was darkness. There wasn’t much except a space station in this area. 
 
    “Looks like the Empire beat us here,” she said. That was a good omen. They were eager to meet—or at least that’s what she assumed.  
 
    Between their cruisers was the space station. Both sides would fly over there at the same time, ensuring there were no traps inside. 
 
    One of the crewmen walked into the room and right up to Valin. “Sir, communications from the Empire,” he said, handing over his commlink. 
 
    Valin grabbed it. “Get the ships ready,” he commanded before pressing the button to respond. “This is Supreme Leader Valin of the Alliance.” 
 
    “This is Chancellor Mikl. Are you ready to begin this meeting?” he asked. 
 
    “I am. Shall we fly over in five minutes?” Valin asked. 
 
    “See you in five,” Mikl said, ending the transmission. 
 
    Chancellor Mikl was the leader of the Empire. It was a good sign that Mikl had not only arrived personally but also responded to Valin’s communication.  
 
    “You heard him. Let’s get moving!” Yulara commanded. She moved first, the other Sentinels spreading out a bit and securing Valin on all sides. Valin’s personal guard was right next to him. 
 
    For a reason Yulara couldn’t explain, a hint of anxiety rushed through her. This was different than her visions of danger. While this was a tense situation, there shouldn’t be a reason for her to feel this anxious. Scouts patrolling nearby would know of any Prazore ships well before they could arrive here. If there was a secret fleet or Prazore ships nearby, all of them would have twenty minutes to evacuate.  
 
    “Are you getting that feeling?” Clasara whispered, sensing the hint of distress in Yulara. 
 
    She shook her head. “Just a little stressed about this meeting. Nothing to worry about.” I hope, Yulara thought. 
 
    Clasara still looked concerned, but she saw no reason to doubt her friend. She didn’t bother pushing the issue. 
 
    It didn’t take long before all the transports landed in the docking bay. The ramp hissed open. Yulara had her rifle in her hands and her sword attached to her hip, along with a pistol. Everyone with a gun had the new ammo. 
 
    She walked down the ramp first, making sure everything was safe. The hangar was small. Yulara doubted it could hold more than six ships at a time. It was definitely an old building; the walls had faded color and scratches and some of the lights were out. It had been years since this building was last used. The only maintenance done was replacing the oxygen recyclers. 
 
    At the other side of the hangar was Chancellor Mikl. He wore pants and a military-style vest with the Empire’s emblem on the top right shoulder. It was a silver E inside a circle with something that looked like a cloud.  
 
    “Chancellor Mikl. Thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” Valin said, shaking the chancellor’s hand. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Mikl said, his voice booming with confidence. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought a few of my most trusted advisors with me.” 
 
    “I would expect nothing less,” Valin said. 
 
    Yulara looked over the advisors. She only recognized one. He was the second in command of the Empire. If Mikl were to be killed, then he would take over. The man had a goatee, brown hair, and a large nose. Everything he wore was made of dark red, gray, and black leather from the top of his shirt to the pants. 
 
    The man gave her a smile. “It’s good to see you again, Yulara.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine you’ve been staying out of trouble, Damus,” she responded. She met this man nine years ago during an investigation into a slave trade. At first, she thought he was the leader of it. However, he proved himself useful and gave her the actual leader of this slave trade. That was when she found out Damus was part of the Empire. He had not been second in command at the time. She never could fully trust him; there was something slimy about Damus that made her distrustful of him. 
 
    “I have been, as I am sure you can tell,” Damus said. 
 
    Next to the Mikl’s guards were Shadow Mages. Like the Alliance and Orlion Academy partnership, the Empire had its own specially trained magic users. These magic users were trained in the Empire and were part of the military. Magic academies were outlawed in the Empire to prevent any competition, so the only place to learn was by joining the Empire Academy. There were four Shadow Mages, matching the Alliance’s four Sentinels. 
 
    One Empire and Alliance guard had gone into the meeting room and left together. “Everything is set up,” the Empire guard said, prompting both sides to enter the room. 
 
    This room was a lot nicer. It almost looked new. All the lights were on and the walls were only slightly faded. There were three doors that led in and out and a holographic display at the center table. 
 
    “Get to your positions,” Yulara commanded the other Sentinels. Two of them would be going to the door closest to Valin while the other two would go to the middle door. Yulara was going to stay a bit closer to Valin than the others. She noticed the Empire guards going to similar positions. The Shadow Mages all stayed very close to the chancellor and his advisors. 
 
    There was no doubt in her mind that the Shadow Mages would be useless against warriors. While proficient in magic use, they did not carry swords or guns. They deemed the weapons barbaric, stating that magic could do everything they needed. Yulara could see the argument but still disagreed.  
 
    After everyone was seated, Valin broke the silence. “Welcome, and thank you all for coming. I’m going to get straight to the point,” he began. “As you are aware, the Alliance is at war with an alien species called the Prazore.” He inserted a small device into the holographic dispenser. An image of a Prazore warrior showed up. “This is a warrior of these aliens. You’ll notice the weapon this one is carrying resembles a staff. From what we’ve seen, it has three transformations. It can transform into a hard object that still resembles the staff form but is extremely solid. It can also transform into a very sharp object and a ranged weapon. I assume you’ve all received this data we gave you?” 
 
    “We did. We’ve all looked at it. To summarize, bullets can’t pierce the armor without concentrated fire and these warriors can defend themselves against magic, correct?” Mikl asked. 
 
    Impressive. If there is one thing you can compliment the Empire on, it is its efficiency, Yulara thought. The Empire heavily researches unknown objects, enemies, or anything unusual. The Alliance could learn a thing or two about that. The Empire had received the data a day or two before this meeting, so she wasn’t sure if they had time to go over it enough. 
 
    “Correct. Did you read about their Ascors and shields?” Valin asked as he pulled up images of the Ascors, the Prazore space fighters, and the shields from Hucara. While the shields hadn’t been used since, it was only a matter of time before they were used again. 
 
    “Yes, yes, we’ve seen all the information you’ve provided,” one of the advisors, Sterling, said, not hiding the boredom in his voice. 
 
    Mikl shot him a warning glance. “We’ve examined this information closely and are aware of this threat,” he said. 
 
    “Good, then I won’t go over the rest,” Valin said, pulling the device out. “I will tell you what wasn’t sent to you, then.” 
 
    There was a brief silence as Valin grabbed something out of his pocket. It was three data drives, which he slid across the table to Mikl. 
 
    “These are recorded conversations we’ve had with these aliens, something you can look at after this meeting. I will say that we have proof that these invaders intend on conquering this entire galaxy, not just us. I am not sure who their next target is if the Alliance were to lose. All I know is that either you or the Yevonions would be next. It makes us working together even more important, before it’s too late,” Valin said, putting as much emphasis on working together as he could. As expected, Mikl and the others wore neutral expressions. 
 
    This had to convince the Empire to join this war. Yulara tried reaching out with her senses but felt nothing from Mikl. It was the same with Sterling. Damus, however, did not seem to share those concerns. He felt different, almost nervous. What is he nervous about? she thought, trying to dig deeper. She couldn’t feel any context to his nervousness. It worried her, though. I’ll need to keep an extra close eye on him.  
 
    “While I trust your word, I am still hesitant on joining a war that may not ever come to us. We’ve had no quarrel with these aliens, and I can’t imagine their forces being strong enough to move on us if you were defeated,” Mikl said. 
 
    Internally, Valin let out a sigh. Although he was the supreme leader, politics annoyed him greatly. He knew that Mikl was just playing the political game; he probably wanted something in return. He had to convince them all that this was for the good of the galaxy. 
 
    “Let me elaborate further. From the data my military has gathered, we’re severely outnumbered, outgunned, and behind technologically. While we haven’t lost yet, we will not be able to win this alone,” Valin said, almost letting out a smile as he saw shocked faces across the table. None of them had expected him to tell the truth. 
 
    “You could sit this out, watch us lose this war, then regret it when the Prazore eventually come to you,” Valin continued. “If you join us now, you have a guaranteed ally and a potential chance at winning. We know the Yevonions won’t join. Trust me, these invaders have researched all of us thoroughly. They know our strengths and weaknesses. It would be foolish of you to think the Prazore have done no research on the Empire.” 
 
    “Bluntness in politics. I never thought I would see that happen,” Mikl said with a chuckle. “I admire it and will cut to the chase as well, then. If we were to join forces, what is in it for my people? While the leader of the Prazore may have said those things, things do change, especially in war.” 
 
    Going better than expected, Yulara thought, impressed with Valin being blunt. She had been in several political meetings, which always dragged on. Rather than straight-up talk about the issue, politicians would always jump around before arriving at the central issue. She admired Valin more than before. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Valin said. “Here is what I propose. We fight against the Prazore and make a permanent truce. We will both retain current territory, leadership, and so on. However, if either one of us ever gets attacked, we would be sworn to help the other. Whether the Yevonions start another war or some unknown force comes and attacks, we will always fight together. We both know how useful that would have been during the Yevonion Crisis.” 
 
    Those last words caused something to shoot through Yulara like a bullet. Damus’s feelings were getting more intense by the minute. Before, she could sense light nerves. Now, it was on fire. Was this a trap by the Empire? She couldn’t feel anything from anyone else in the room, just Damus. Was he up to something that no one else knew? She stared at him, trying to find anything to explain these emotions. 
 
    As she stared at him, Damus’s eyes locked with hers. It was then that she noticed some sweat on his face. His breathing was ragged for someone sitting still. Then a danger sense rippled down her back and she knew: it was a trap! 
 
    Yulara raised her rifle and started to yell, “We need to get out of—” 
 
    Damus ducked under the table, causing everyone to look at him with confusion, and then the explosion went off, silencing Yulara. 
 
    She felt an intense heat as she and the rest of the guards were thrown across the ground. There had been no time to prepare a defense. Yulara felt a sharp pain in her head as she slammed head-first into the ground. Her teeth bit into her lower lip, causing blood to drip down her chin.  
 
    She got up, thanking her luck she’d hit the ground at the right angle to avoid breaking her neck. Footsteps poured into the room. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Prazore warriors were charging in. How? Magic flowed through her like water, causing all exhaustion to disappear. 
 
    Yulara went to grab her rifle and realized it was gone, along with her sword and pistol. “Shit,” she muttered, looking around for anything to use. A dozen feet away was a pistol. She summoned it to her hand with magic and fired at the nearest alien. 
 
    The warrior turned to her, ready to attack, when a bullet tore into his left rib cage. He looked surprised to see a bullet puncture his armor but didn’t get a chance to react. Three more bullets blasted through his chest. 
 
    Dammit, if only I had my rifle! Yulara thought as she fired her last remaining bullets into another warrior. She was lucky enough to find an Alliance pistol. Still, she needed some way to keep fighting. Then she saw her sword, roughly ten or so feet away. She summoned it, and the sword dragged across the ground, right into her hand. 
 
    She assumed a combat stance when Clasara appeared next to her. “We’re overwhelmed,” Clasara said, some blood dripping from the side of her head. 
 
    “I know. Where are Ulrich and Ortega?” Yulara asked, looking around to see if there was an opening to get Valin out of here. 
 
    “Ulrich is dead.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Yulara said, a pang of sadness hitting her. She knew that Clasara had lost her husband. 
 
    “Can’t focus on it now. We’ve got to get Valin out of here!”  
 
    Yulara nodded, side-stepping an attack and cutting the warrior’s throat. She glanced over at the Shadow Mages, watching as they jumped in front of Mikl. They shot lightning at the warriors. It did nothing; defensive magic absorbed the lightning into the armor. The mages could do nothing as warriors cut them down with their staffs. 
 
    Ortega, the other surviving Sentinel, was fighting with all he had. Yulara watched as he gunned down four warriors with his rifle, but he was surrounded. She had to get over there! 
 
    “I found Ortega. Let’s get together!” Yulara commanded, running forward. 
 
    She was cut off by two warriors who started attacking her. Yulara blocked, feeling her arms start to tingle with each strike. She slowed down as she parried each attack.  
 
    “Yulara, duck!” Clasara said as she motioned her hands forward. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate and ducked immediately. Two staffs flung straight over her head, right into both warrior’s throats. Neither warrior had time to dodge or block the incoming weapons. 
 
    Ortega was trying to move toward Yulara and Clasara when three warriors converged on him. He fought as hard as he could before a staff slashed across his throat. Blood spattered against the wall. Another staff crashed down between his neck and right shoulder, ending his life while the last staff left a gaping hole in his chest. 
 
    “No!” Yulara yelled, trying her best to push down this feeling of helplessness. She couldn’t give in to despair, not yet. Now it was just Clasara and her. Every Shadow Mage was dead, along with all of the guards. 
 
    A warrior grabbed Valin. “No you don’t!” Yulara said, cutting the warrior’s arm off. Blood spurted onto her and she attacked again. The warrior somehow dodged it but was killed by Clasara, who took off his head. 
 
    “We’ve got to get you out of here,” Yulara said, grabbing Valin to make sure he was focused on her and not the chaos. 
 
    Valin looked dazed but uttered a “yeah” and followed. Although he was panicking, he kept his cool or at least appeared to be calm. 
 
    They didn’t get very far, as a dozen or so warriors surrounded them. “Dammit!” Clasara said. 
 
    Yulara felt her breathing coming in gasps. Even with magic, she was getting tired. If they somehow killed all the warriors in this room, there were at least another twenty outside. Damn you, Damus. You’ve doomed us all, she thought. There didn’t seem to be any possible way out of this mess. I can’t give up. There has to be a way out of here. Her hand tightened around her sword. 
 
    The warriors didn’t speak a word. Yulara knew that they weren’t here for prisoners; she and Clasara were in for the fight of their lives. The warriors charged.  
 
     Yulara moved forward, blocking a fierce strike to her head. Her muscles tightened as her sword buckled with the weight of the attack. She disengaged, dodged another attack, and slit a warrior’s throat. She turned to see a warrior sneak up out of nowhere, a staff about to crack open her skull. Too many… she thought. 
 
    A sword slashed the arm holding the staff, then the head. Clasara moved between the warrior and Yulara. “If we want to have any chance of winning this, we have to watch each other’s backs,” Clasara said. 
 
    Yulara didn’t know if working together would be enough, but there was no way she was going to give up. “You’re right,” she responded as two warriors started their assault. Together, they opened a path to a door. Some warriors were stupid enough to try and grab Valin and lost their arms for it. 
 
    We can do this, Yulara thought as she jammed her sword into a warrior’s face and yanked it out. Her attacks had slowed. Adrenaline, along with the limited magic she could use, were the only reasons she was still standing. Her hands were red with blood. She looked over at Clasara, who was in a similar state. 
 
    The warriors slowed down their attacks. None had expected such resistance from just two Sentinels. The room gave the Sentinels an advantage, making it hard for the warriors to attack from all sides at once. 
 
    Clasara jumped over a table, barely dodging an attack as the staff smashed through it. She responded by cutting off both of the warrior’s arms and then decapitating him. She went to attack a wide-open warrior going for Yulara when something sharp hit her rib cage. 
 
    “Clasara!” Yulara yelled as her sword sank into a warrior’s chest. She watched as a staff impaled her friend’s ribs. She ran toward her, forgetting momentarily about Valin, and raised her sword arm at the warrior and swung. 
 
    She was confused when blood sprayed onto the warrior and her sword was gone. Yulara looked at her arm, seeing a stump. Before she could comprehend what happened, a foot connected with her chest, flinging her onto the ground. 
 
    As she hit the ground, her eyes faded in and out. The whole room was hazy. Yulara spit out a mouthful of blood and glanced over at Clasara, who was slumped against a wall with a staff buried in her chest. “C-Clasara…” she muttered. Was this it? Was this really how the Alliance lost this war? 
 
    No. She wasn’t done yet. Yulara stood, causing the warriors around her to gasp. “I… will not give you… the satisfaction of an easy death,” she said, barely able to get the words out. There was no hope of surviving this. She couldn’t best all these warriors. In truth, she was barely able to stand. If it wasn’t for magic, she would be on the ground. 
 
    Her body was shaking viciously as seconds passed. She coughed out more blood and almost fell again. Her eyes examined the room, seeing just how badly the Prazore outsmarted the Alliance—again. Chancellor Mikl was in his chair, a staff sticking through his chest, eyes staring blankly ahead. He had been killed before he could get up. 
 
    The other advisor, Sterling, was lying on the ground without a head. She had no idea where his head was. Why are the Prazore killing the Empire’s leaders but not Valin? She watched as Valin was escorted out of the room by three warriors. He showed no fear in his face, just regret. He mouthed something to her, something she couldn’t understand. 
 
    Lastly, she looked at Damus, cursing him with all her might. Yulara watched as a warrior walked up to Damus and started speaking to him. A look of fear flashed across Damus’s face as he bowed his head. Then the warrior thrust his staff into Damus’s chest. 
 
    You deserve it, you bastard, Yulara thought as her knees finally gave out. Her body smacked the ground with a loud thwack. All her energy was gone; not even magic could help her anymore. Damus was the last person she would ever see. Her eyes stared at the cold hard ground. She couldn’t muster the energy to look at the warrior walking up to her from behind. She didn’t feel the staff that cut through her lower back and chest. She saw the staff protruding from her chest. I… I don’t even feel this. Is this what it’s like to die? she thought as the last bit of life drifted away. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was easy to tell who was a native of Damura. People born on this planet didn’t shiver like everyone from the Alliance. Kane fought to suppress a shiver as an ice-cold gust of wind hit him. He failed and his body shook. While his and his men’s teeth chattered, nobody from Damura did the same. The only reason Kane and the rest of the Sentinels weren’t shaking as badly as everyone else was because they were increasing their body temperature with magic. 
 
    The falling snow had slowed down enough for Travis to communicate a command and let the men know the mission was a go. Kane and Blade had informed him of Avril’s plan. He agreed that it was worth it, but he had to inform command of the situation. 
 
    How do people get used to this cold? Kane thought, watching the difference between an Alliance soldier shaking as he put food into his mouth and a Damura soldier not showing any signs of discomfort. Their clothing wasn’t as thick as Kane’s, either. 
 
    Since arriving here, it had been constantly dark. The snow would slow and look as if it would stop before picking up again. It hadn’t stopped snowing once. Kane knew this was normal, though; this was how winter was here: little sun, always below freezing, and a ton of snow. 
 
    “I hope we get going soon,” Kurvara said as she took a bite out of her soup. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kane responded while taking his own mouthful. He felt the warm liquid slither down his throat and heat him up a little. “Hopefully it’s quick. I can see why nobody wants to visit this planet.”  
 
    “Must be why the Prazore haven’t taken full control yet.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kane said, looking down at his soup. So far, the aliens had only shown strength, always reacting as best as they could in a situation. Not once had he even seen one panic. Their resistance to pain made him feel like this weather wasn’t affecting them much. It had to be Avril’s leadership. While brief, he had sensed and seen how strong she was with magic.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Kurvara asked, eyeing him suspiciously. 
 
    “Nothing really,” Kane said as he snapped out of his thoughts. 
 
    “C’mon, what was it?” she prodded. 
 
    “Fine,” he said with a slight sigh. “The more I think about it, the less I think this weather is why the Prazore are struggling. It’s got to be something with Avril.” 
 
    Kurvara’s eyes shifted toward Avril, who sat alone in a meditative stance at a rock. “I don’t see how. She’s blind and can obviously see with magic, but I don’t see what benefit that can give,” she said doubtfully.  
 
    Kane drained the rest of his soup, then pushed the bowl aside. “She’s very strong with magic, as you’ve seen. I also see how much respect the people here have for her. People don’t admire a fraud or weaklings. She’s done something to get these people to not only follower her but give her complete command of everything.”  
 
    “I suppose we’ll find out soon,” Kurvara said. 
 
    Blade and Layla walked over and sat down next to them. 
 
    “Hope you guys are ready. Travis is calling a meeting very soon,” Blade said. “Which hopefully means we can get this thing done and get out of here!” 
 
    “At least try to wait until we start. Could be weeks before we leave,” Kane said, causing himself to shiver at the thought. 
 
    “Don’t be such a pessimist!” Blade said with a wave of his hands. “We’ll rescue these prisoners, then get the hell out of here. Mark my words on it.” 
 
    “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself,” Layla said. “Sorry to change the subject here, but have any of you talked to anyone from the resistance?” 
 
    All of them shook their heads, prompting Layla to let out an annoyed tsk-tsk sound from her lips. “Really? I’m the only one?” she asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “Anyway, I’ve been speaking to a few, getting personal details on how they’ve had success against the Prazore. What they’ve said has been interesting.” 
 
    “Please tell. I haven’t really thought about asking around,” Kane said, slightly embarrassed at not doing the obvious. 
 
    “Well it seems Avril has really given them inspiration. One man I talked to was rescued by her. She and six soldiers took out ten warriors, killing five singlehandedly while surrounded.” 
 
    “Did he say how?” Blade asked. Fighting five warriors at once was something he wasn’t sure he could do. 
 
    “Of course,” Layla said. “From what I’ve been told, she reacts before the warriors can. From what one of the men, Androle, described, it was like she could see everything at once. She would dodge attacks from all sides while killing a warrior in front and still dodging any strikes from behind.” 
 
    I knew it. This magic vision she has is far more unique than we know, Kane thought as he listened intently.  
 
    “She’s also a good leader. Leads by example and tries to keep as many of her people alive as possible. While she appears cold to us, she’s not to her people. She will do anything to keep them safe,” Layla continued. She was about to say more when Travis popped in out of nowhere. 
 
    “We have a meeting. You have five minutes to finish any food you have,” Travis said. He didn’t wait for a response and moved to the next area. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Kane said after a moment. 
 
    “Looking forward to getting this going,” Blade responded as he stood up. 
 
    They were the last ones to arrive. Both Alliance and resistance fighters were there. Kane figured that Travis was about to announce his plan to rescue the prisoners. He hoped it was a good one, as once the Prazore realized Alliance troops were here, well, it would probably bring in reinforcements along with a blockade, especially if the aliens saw any Sentinels. He shivered at the prospect of being stuck on Damura. 
 
    Everyone was sitting, except for Avril, who stood next to Travis, her eyes staring blankly ahead. She was the one who broke the silence. 
 
    “I hope you’re ready to kick some Prazore ass,” she said. All of her people chanted a hoorah. “The Alliance has agreed to fight with us to rescue our missing comrades. Are you all ready to get them back!?” she continued to another loud chant. “We will leave together first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    A look of surprise flashed across Travis’s face. Kane didn’t miss it. Travis hadn’t spoken to Avril in full detail about the plan, which meant she was doing this her own way.  
 
    “That sounds fine, but first let’s plan this out before we get ahead of ourselves. We shouldn’t underestimate the Prazore. It could cost us dearly,” Travis said. 
 
    “It’s simple,” Avril began. “My fighters and I will attack from one side while you flank the other. It should be enough for us to kill any guards. Then we get the prisoners and get out of there.” Avril said it as if it were already done.  
 
    “That’s a little too basic for my tastes. How about you tell us what you know so we can make a plan together?” Travis put a bit of command into his voice. 
 
    Avril tilted her head slightly to face him. “This is why your government is losing this war. You’re trying so hard to outsmart these invaders, a group of aliens we know nothing about but who know everything about us. You can’t win until you know your enemy. But fine, let me show you the prison we’ll be attacking,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a holographic device. She placed it on the table and activated it. Out came an image of the prison, along with its surroundings. Trees screened the outskirts of the prison, but there was almost no cover for three hundred or so feet between the trees and prison. 
 
    “That’s heavily fortified,” Kane said, stating the obvious. “I don’t think a simple flank will work.” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Avril clucked with her tongue, something that was really starting to annoy Kane. She pointed at two sides of the prison. “These two structures are incredibly weak. Nobody here has maintained it since we’ve never had need of this prison. All we have to do is throw a couple of explosives and boom! The wall collapses, taking out a significant chunk of warriors who just happen to be nearby.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “These two areas are where the prisoners are, most likely. While it is a very defensive spot, there aren’t enough warriors to have full coverage of this prison. My scouts can confirm this if you doubt me.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to know any of that by just looking?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Look closely at the walls and you’ll see how worn down they are. There is another weakness.” Avril pointed between two spots near the weakened wall. “This is a blind spot. Both sides of the prison have it. Only a small group can make it through this blind spot without being seen, but that should be all we need. We send a small group with explosives while the rest of us distract the warriors with gunfire. With them distracted, the bombs should go off without a hitch, giving us our opportunity before any reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    It sounded like a good plan, but Kane had doubts. Nothing had ever gone according to plan when fighting these aliens. He would be shocked if this went as Avril had said. Still, he couldn’t think of a better way to approach this. There was a risk, of course. If the group with the explosives was killed before making it to the wall, the mission would end there. 
 
    “It’s a good plan,” Travis said, watching as Avril smiled with a look that said I told you so. “But I have one small adjustment. You’ll agree to it or you won’t have Alliance support,” he said as Avril’s look turned to anger. 
 
    “What is it?” she said. She knew she wasn’t going to like this adjustment.  
 
    “I want Kane, Macana, and two other Sentinels to go with your group.” 
 
    Avril’s face flushed with anger. “I don’t need Sentinels to go with me. I can handle it by—” 
 
    “Not if you want our help. It is your choice, of course,” Travis interrupted.  
 
    For a few seconds, Kane thought Avril was going to decline. He didn’t understand why, but she had something against the Orlion Academy specifically. It wasn’t like Otis’s hatred of them. This was something personal, something that happened to her. He would figure out why. 
 
    “Fine! Have it your way,” she said and started to storm off. She stopped herself for a moment. “We are leaving in twelve hours, and that is not negotiable,” she said and resumed her walk, not waiting for a response. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
    3 months after the battle for Hucara 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto saw the ship stop above a planet he didn’t recognize. He’d been captive for three months now, and this was his chance to escape. His first attempt would begin soon. It had taken longer than he’d anticipated for his captors to transfer him, along with various other people, to an on-planet prison, which delayed this attempt. 
 
    Tasha had told him in the beginning that nobody would help him escape. It was a breaking technique the Prazore used on prisoners to make them more obedient—at least that was his assumption. In a weird way, Mutieto respected it while also hating it. She had been wrong, though. A month ago, he’d been able to convince Tasha to join him, which encouraged some others to follow. They had all agreed that it would happen during transportation to a planet. 
 
    This would be the best chance to escape. Mutieto knew that if he waited until they were in prison on this planet, there would be almost no hope of escape. In the best-case scenario, they would land, take out their armed escort, and run into a forest. If there was a lot of cover, especially from aircraft, escaping would be easier,  
 
    It’s a shame Suresh refuses to help. What kind of Sentinel is he? He shouldn’t be breaking. He’s had the same training I had, Mutieto thought. This was something all Sentinels were trained for, yet Suresh refused, stating there was no chance. He hadn’t been able to get the older man, Jonas, to join, either. Both said that regardless of what happened down there, they wouldn’t follow, but neither would report this to the guards, either. 
 
    In total, he’d gathered nineteen people. There would be twelve Prazore warriors around them—more than Mutieto liked. There were a few hundred citizens with them, and they would all be sent to the planet in groups. While he had a plan to get his group together, if the Prazore decided to make random groups, it would make escaping much harder. He would just have to hope that wasn’t the case. 
 
    The doors opened with a hiss, and in came twelve warriors. One warrior looked around and picked his group—about forty people who stood near each other. So far, this was going according to plan. 
 
    A downside to this plan was that innocent civilians would be put in harm’s way, something he’d hoped wouldn’t be the case. 
 
    “Go for it or not?” Kaldron whispered to him. 
 
    “We’re still a go,” Mutieto whispered back, looking around to make sure nobody was listening. 
 
    Mutieto and his group were finally selected, along with at least twenty-five others who had no idea what was about to happen. Warriors spread around the group: four in the front and back and two on each side. 
 
    “Get moving,” a warrior snarled, pushing a few people forward. 
 
    Everyone walked into the transport, and the warriors herded all to the center. Mutieto knew there would be no communication about when to attack. Once he attacked, his little band would follow. 
 
    Mutieto eyed each warrior as the transport descended toward the planet. As expected, not a single warrior was slacking in the slightest, and all were on high alert. Not once had he seen a lazy warrior, although he wouldn’t have complained about seeing a few for once. What kind of training do these warriors go through? He knew that if the situation were reversed, there would be at least a couple of guards who weren’t completely focused. 
 
    The transport started shaking as it hit the atmosphere. He could sense nervousness creeping into his partners. He couldn’t blame them. Hell, even he felt his anxiety rising. It felt like years since he’d last fought. 
 
    A few warriors started talking to each other in their own language. While he had learned a few words, Mutieto didn’t understand anything that was being said. He wondered if they ever bullshitted like everyone else or if it was only business. 
 
    He didn’t have time to ponder it. The transport landed with a thud and shook as it hit the ground. This was it. If this attempt failed, he doubted he would be able to get another group together, although that wouldn’t stop him from trying again. 
 
    The ramp opened, causing Mutieto to cover his eyes for a moment as the sun blinded him. It was opening slowly, and he felt impatience exuding from his allies. Patience. We need to do this right, Mutieto thought, flooding patience through the group. The ramp had to be fully extended before they fought; otherwise, it could just be shut again. 
 
    What felt like an eternity couldn’t have been more than a minute as the ramp was finally fully extended. It was time. 
 
    Mutieto gathered power into his right fist and hit a warrior nearest to him with a powerful gust of wind. There wasn’t time for the warrior to react. He slammed into a wall, and a loud clang echoed as the wall indented, knocking the alien out cold. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to do it again, as all the guards reacted perfectly. A staff swung toward him but missed as Kaldron slammed his whole body into the warrior. That gave Mutieto the chance he needed to summon the fallen warrior’s staff into his hand. It was soothing to feel the metal staff in his palm. 
 
    Civilians started screaming and running to random corners of the ship to try and avoid the fighting. A few tried to leave the ship but were hit on the head by staffs. No warrior was going to let anybody escape. 
 
    Mutieto blasted another gust of wind at a warrior, who defended it with ease and charged him. Both their staffs met with a clash. This was just like using a sword. He tried to cut his opponent’s arm but was blocked.  
 
    I don’t have time for this, Mutieto thought as his attack was blocked again. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Kaldron being choked, his feet dangling from the ground as the warrior squeezed the air out of his body. That’s it! Mutieto saw his opening and shot lightning out of his free hand. It enveloped the warrior, who spasmed and dropped Kaldron. 
 
    Kaldron fell to the floor with a loud bang, gasping for air as he tried to take deep breaths. It didn’t take long for another warrior to go after him. 
 
    “You fool!” the warrior fighting Mutieto snarled as he launched a ferocious counterattack. 
 
    It caught him by complete surprise. He blocked the first few but couldn’t react in time and felt a sharp pain shoot across his right leg. He lost his balance but was able to use the momentum to dodge the swing to his head. As I thought, they aren’t going for kills, he thought, seeing that nobody had been killed yet.  
 
    Mutieto put all his weight on his left leg and jumped, avoiding a strike that would have incapacitated him. It left his opponent with an opening. He swung his staff upward, hitting the warrior square in the jaw. It broke with a loud crack as the warrior crashed onto the ground. 
 
    “Everyone, run!” Mutieto yelled, running toward the exit. He struck a warrior on the ground hard in the head, knocking him out. This was their last chance to escape; reinforcements were on the way. Half of his fighters were beaten, and they were outnumbered badly. A few civilians who tried to escape had blood gushing from various wounds. Others huddled in corners, couched with their hands over their heads, not even watching what was happening. 
 
    A huge warrior jumped in front of Mutieto, forcing him to stop. This was his last obstacle. If he could get past this warrior, he was free. 
 
    “Call off your attack, now!” the warrior said. 
 
    “Not until we get out of here,” Mutieto said. He charged the warrior. Any second he delayed increased his odds of failure. 
 
    He swung his staff hard, feeling his hands shake a bit as both staffs collided. This warrior reminded him of Grazniak, the one who had defeated him in single combat on Hucara. This was slightly different, though. Mutieto wasn’t exhausted like he was then. 
 
    He side-stepped an attack, seeing the opening he needed. “Get out of my way!” Mutieto yelled. His staff morphed from blunt to sharp. He swung with all his might at the warrior’s head.  
 
    Mutieto couldn’t help but gasp as he saw his staff connect with the warrior’s left arm. He sacrificed his arm!? he thought as the staff cut clean through. Blood splashed onto him as the warrior winced in pain but did not scream. In response to his arm being cut off, the warrior crashed his head into Mutieto’s. 
 
    He hadn’t expected the attack, which caused him to fly backward onto the ground. Mutieto was back up within seconds, watching as the warrior didn’t make a move. It was a stall for time. “Stalling for time? Never thought I would see a warrior do that,” he taunted, watching as anger flashed across the alien’s face. 
 
    “I have specific orders on you. You won’t be escaping,” the warrior responded. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Mutieto ran forward again. Oddly enough, his opponent remained still and looked confident. This wasn’t an acceptance of death. Then a ball bounced in front of him. Grenade! he thought, summoning magic to send the grenade forward. 
 
    It was too late. The whole area was filled with electricity, hitting prisoners and warriors alike. People screamed as they collapsed to the ground. 
 
    A stun grenade? he thought, trying his best to remain conscious. The warrior he’d been fighting was on the ground, unconscious. Even his injuries were too much to keep him awake. I… can’t… No… he thought. His knees buckled and hit the ground. It took all the magic he could summon to remain kneeling. He was so close to the exit. If he could only run forward a little more… 
 
    “Gah… D-dammit,” Mutieto muttered as the rest of his body hit the ground. His vision was darkening with each second, making it harder and harder to see. He tried to use all the energy he had to protect against the electricity, but it wasn’t enough. Pain overwhelmed him while his body spasmed all over. He tried to lift his head one last time, and then everything went black as he fainted. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” someone yelled, giving Jorak the time he needed to dive away from a grenade that landed near him. A wave of dust sprayed all over him as it exploded. 
 
    Two soldiers provided suppressing fire, giving Jorak the time to get back to cover. He blocked an energy blast that would have put a hole right through his head.  
 
    “Don’t let any of them escape!” Jorak yelled, waving off two soldiers who were running his way. There were only six warriors left, and he was in no danger. 
 
    He was leading the resistance of Hucara. They had ambushed a group of Prazore. His group needed supplies, weapons, and armor. There was no way he was going to let this opportunity pass. 
 
    The Prazore base was around here, which was why his group had waited here in the first place. Right now, the warriors had no way to send for reinforcements due to a communication jammer that Xeon created. 
 
    Three more warriors died as bullets pierced their armor. One tried to rush forward, then fell as dozens of bullets tore him apart. 
 
    “We’ve got two runners!” Xeon yelled, pointing at two warriors who were running away. 
 
    Jorak didn’t expect to see two warriors run. These aliens hated retreating, but they weren’t stupid about it, either. Both warriors knew there was more value in getting to base ASAP than sacrificing themselves for nothing. 
 
    “You two.” Jorak pointed at the two nearest men to him. “Follow me. We need to cut those warriors off.” He dashed sideways. If Xeon was right about the jammer’s range, these warriors had to run at least a mile for the jammer to stop working. That meant they had less than six minutes to kill them. 
 
    This was going to be very difficult, as these warriors were fast. Got to do something fast. Jorak looked around, then saw some logs in front of the runners. He motioned with his right hand, lifting one of the logs off the ground, and threw it at both warriors. Luckily, the warriors couldn’t react in time, and they flew backward as the log crashed into them. 
 
    Miraculously, both warriors pushed the log off and got back on their feet within fifteen seconds. That was all the time Jorak needed to catch up. He jumped forward, his sword diving straight toward a warrior’s chest. 
 
    His target saw him at the last moment and dodged the attack. What!? Jorak was positive his strike would land. The warrior countered, barely grazing his leg with a small cut. 
 
    Jorak really wanted to cut these warriors down, but he sensed the two he’d commanded to follow coming up. It wouldn’t be smart to fight them both head-on if he didn’t have to. “Goodbye,” Jorak said, diving to the side. 
 
    Both soldiers fired their stolen staffs. Energy struck the warrior’s armor, which started melting as holes blasted through it and their bodies simultaneously.  
 
    One warrior somehow survived, although he was limping and bleeding everywhere. He looked at all three of them with pure hatred. “You can’t win,” the alien said as he spat out some blood. 
 
    Jorak raised his sword, pointing it at the wounded alien. “Surrender and you won’t be harmed,” he said. He knew what would happen, but he had to try anyway. 
 
    The alien muttered in whatever language the Prazore spoke. It almost looked like some sort of prayer, which caught Jorak off guard. He’d offered surrender to many warriors in the past, and all they did was attack and die. Looking closer, he noticed that this one’s armor was marked with a symbol across both shoulders, something he had never seen before.  
 
    “Shut up and answer the man. You going to surrender or die stupidly like the others?” one of the soldiers asked. 
 
    The warrior muttered for a few more seconds before stopping. “You know nothing, human,” he said angrily. “I am too important to ever let myself risk capture.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jorak asked. Normally, he would finish this warrior off, but this one must have important information. If he cut off both arms, he could capture him alive and try to find out. “Don’t m—”  
 
    Before Jorak could finish, the warrior took out a Shiriik from his side and slit his own throat. He fell to the ground, spilling red as he bled out. 
 
    “Dammit!” Jorak said as he ran over to the body. He turned the warrior onto his back, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t have any supplies that could prevent this death. The warrior was coughing out blood, then stopped moving as life left him. 
 
    “Damn you…” Jorak whispered, resting his hand on the armor. It was done. There was no point in trying to figure out what he meant. “Strip him of his armor, grab his staff, and head back to base,” Jorak commanded as he stood up. “Make sure the armor stays intact. I want to find out what those symbols mean.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    He started walking back toward the initial ambush point. How many people died this time? While the fights had been going better over the past few weeks, there were still eight losses so far this month. It was better than losing at least six in every fight, but it could be better. Still, it had been great to see this small ragtag group of resistance fighters grow and become an actual pain in the ass for these invaders. 
 
    Still, we’ve had no word about what’s going on out there. It mustn’t be good, as I haven’t heard or seen anything about Alliance ships being nearby, Jorak thought. He had to stop himself from going too deep in thought as he arrived at the ambush site. All of the dead warriors were stripped of their armor and weapons. This was something he didn’t like to do, but it was necessary to survive. 
 
    “Dan, come over here,” Jorak said, motioning him over. 
 
    Dan was a nineteen-year-old who’d never held a gun in his life—at least not until the invasion of Hucara. He had gone from a skinny kid to bulky and confident. It was hard to believe he was the same kid from before.  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “Do we have any casualties?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “Nope!” Dan said with a huge smile. “We only have two injured. Nothing serious, either.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Jorak said, surveilling the area. “I think we need to move our base again.” Relocating was something that would bother a lot of people, but it was necessary. Soon, the Prazore would discover them again. 
 
    “Had a feeling you’d say that. I already told a few to start packing.”  
 
    “You learn fast,” Jorak said with a little chuckle. “Spread the word to everyone. We need to be quick.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to get back to base. It was only a twenty- minute walk or so, but the patrols were getting too close, and that always worried him. If their base was discovered, the Prazore could wipe out the resistance in a matter of hours. Food was already limited, so a surprise attack would cause them to lose their already limited food supply.  
 
    As soon as Jorak walked into the base, someone came running out to him. He recognized him as Julian. “Sir, we have an encoded transmission that arrived shortly after you left,” Julian said. 
 
    “By whom?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “We aren’t sure. We waited for you before playing it.”  
 
    “Let’s go see it, then. Just give me a minute.” Jorak turned to Dan. “There is an armor set we grabbed with some symbols on it. Clean off any dirt. I want those to be spotless so I can take a look. It might give us a clue as to whom we should start targeting. They seemed important.” 
 
    “On it,” Dan said and scuttled away. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jorak said to Julian. While they walked, he looked around, realizing he was going to miss this place in some way. It was a pretty easy place to defend, as it was based in a canyon. There were two main spots that an army could come through, lots of cover, and many ways to ambush unsuspecting victims. There was also a cave that could be used as an escape route. The downside was that there was only one exit. If the Prazore found the exit and attacked, it would make the cave useless. 
 
    Jorak and Julian walked into a tent. Their communications device was a modified Prazore courier. It was risky, but they had disabled the tracking that allowed it to send communications with Alliance encryption. Jorak had been hoping that someone from the Alliance would communicate in one of the secure channels. Hopefully this would be it. 
 
    Jorak took the main seat and activated the courier. “This is Jorak. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Static blew through the courier, although he could hear someone talking. The static made it impossible to understand. “Please repeat,” he said. 
 
    Another period of silence, and then it cleared. “Can you hear me now?” the voice said. 
 
    “I can hear you loud and clear. Who are you?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “I can’t say much. All I can say is we were tasked by the Alliance to look for a group of resistance fighters on this planet. There have been reports of a group causing trouble. Is this that group?” 
 
    Jorak didn’t answer immediately and double-checked the settings of the courier. He wanted to make sure this was a secure Alliance line. Everything seemed to check out, but what if the Prazore had hacked into Alliance comms? He had to take the risk. 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Good. It’s risky for us to speak too much on this line. I want to bring some men down so we can work some stuff out. I am going to transmit a puzzle. Once you figure it out, you’ll know where we will meet.” 
 
    “And if we can’t figure it out?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out. Anyone from Alliance military should be able to decode it.” 
 
    That should make it easy, then. At least a quarter of the resistance was from the Alliance military. It didn’t start that way, but after rescuing prisoners, the list grew from a couple to over twenty. “When do you want to meet?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “Three days. If I don’t see you there, I will try reaching out again. If I can’t or don’t, you won’t hear from me again.” 
 
    The transmission cut off before Jorak could say anything else. Whoever that was is playing this very safe. It shouldn’t be a trap, then. Still, I have to be careful, Jorak thought. He couldn’t see the Prazore going this far for a trap.  
 
    As he was pondering his thoughts, the courier lit up again, this time with an encrypted message. This was the puzzle that the man had said he would send. Jorak hated puzzles, especially ones he needed to figure out fast. Hopefully the location wasn’t too far away; three days wasn’t long enough to travel a long distance. 
 
    “What do you think, Julian?” 
 
    “I think we need to get some Alliance people in here. I think he’s genuine.” 
 
    “Agreed. Would you grab some? I am going to poke around a bit to see if I can figure it out.” It sounded like a question but was more of a command. 
 
    Julian just nodded and walked out of the tent. Jorak activated the hologram. As he’d suspected, it was the puzzle. It showed an image of Hucara with random images that were fake and parts of the planet missing. It had the numbers 90152 at the top. Those numbers meant nothing to him, but if this was part of the code, someone from the military should know. 
 
    He kept poking around, and before Jorak knew it, Julian returned with seven other people. He deactivated the hologram as the group sat down. 
 
    “Thanks for coming on short notice. I’m sure you’ve realized this is important,” Jorak said as he reset the hologram to the beginning. 
 
    “Yes. Julian said it was some sort of code?” Simmons asked. 
 
    Jorak nodded. “To give you the rundown, we were contacted by someone claiming they were from the Alliance, something I believe due to his secrecy. This hologram is an encrypted puzzle with parts of the planet blacked out and a set of numbers, 90152, at the top. Once we figure this out, we’ll know the location and meet them. Once that is done, we’ll get off this planet. Any questions before we continue?” 
 
    Two of the seven members chuckled a little. 
 
    “I take it there’s something to this I should find funny?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “Sorry, this is actually an easy one—for us older ones, anyway,” Simmons said. “We’re roughly a day and a half’s walk from where we need to go.” He marked the position on the hologram. 
 
    Huh, that was a lot faster than I expected. “Could you explain how you came to that conclusion?” 
 
    “Sure,” Simmons began. “The first two numbers are the time we’re going to meet them, and the last three are partial coordinates. The ‘152’ gives us a little idea of the area. We can see that it is on a blacked-out spot. This is a bit of an older puzzle. Not many new people in the military would know this, but it’s always the random image on the left that goes there, which gives us our location. As for the time, it’s military time, just a shortened version when we want the time to be secret. Very simple, the 90 is short for 0900. Whoever contacted us is on the older side. They must not trust current codes,” Simmons finished. 
 
    “Seems simple enough when you explain it. Do you have any doubts about this?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “None at all. I don’t see any Prazore knowing this old code. Even if they did, no way they’d use it. This is ten years old.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Jorak said as he stood up. “We’re going to send five of us to this location. Just in case it’s a trap, I don’t want to risk everyone.” 
 
    “All right. Who are you going to bring with you?” Vardock asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I’ll let everyone know. First, we need to evacuate the base. Once we’re done with that, I will know,” Jorak said. 
 
    “We’ll get to it, then,” Vardock said with a slight bow. 
 
    It didn’t take long before only Jorak remained in the tent. This was an unexpected situation, and it excited him. If this goes as planned, I can rejoin the war effort. Hell, I can get back to Kane. He wondered how his student was doing. No, he should be a Sentinel now, he thought, realizing that Kane would have been promoted within a month or two after he went missing. He couldn’t help but smile, something he hadn’t felt like doing in a very long time. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    News had spread across the galaxy like an explosion. Supreme Leader Valin was missing, captured by the Prazore. The Empire’s chancellor was dead, along with all but one advisor, Damus, who had been found near death and was receiving medical attention. Yulara, Vaughan, Clasara, and Ulrich were all found dead. It was the biggest disaster to affect the Alliance and Empire in over a thousand years. 
 
    After the Prazore were discovered to be in the space station, both the Alliance’s and Empire’s fleets warp spaced in, although it was too late. Prazore warships arrived and fended off both fleets long enough for their warriors to escape. 
 
    It was hard to fathom for Anorn. Yulara had been one of their best masters, and now she was gone. Now, with two of the three major nations having lost their leaders, chaos reigned. To make matters worse, my son is still on his dark path. Anorn’s thoughts had drifted back to Blade, who popped into his mind multiple times a day. 
 
    Even being promoted to Sentinel had not stopped Blade’s bloodlust. It was a path he didn’t want his son to follow, yet there was nothing he could do. All he could do was hope that Layla could get through to Blade before he did something stupid. 
 
    Anorn shook his head to clear his mind. This wasn’t the time to think about that. There were far more dangerous things going on now. He walked into the council chambers. Over half of the Orlion council was already seated. It hadn’t taken long for Imperator Thal to call an emergency council session. 
 
    This was his first time back on Orlion since Hucara. He’d been helping on the front lines, and every time he left, he wondered if it would be his last time seeing Orlion. 
 
    As soon as Anorn entered the room, he could feel the somber mood. He couldn’t help but feel the same. The kidnapping of Valin, along with Yulara’s death, was a heavy loss. 
 
    This meeting was going to be different than normal, as the high-ranking officials of the Alliance were joining them. Supreme General Thormatton was there, waiting for the meeting to begin. 
 
    Thal stood up. Not even he could hide the sadness on his face. “Thanks for coming as fast as you could. As all of you now know, we’ve had an unforeseen attack that took the lives of many and took Supreme Leader Valin as a prisoner. You should all know that, by Alliance law, this gives Supreme General Thormatton all supreme leader authorities until Valin is found or we elect a new leader.” 
 
    That rule had been added to the Alliance constitution after the first leader was murdered over two thousand years ago. Since then, the law has only been used three times. It was not something anyone in the Alliance expected to see in their lifetime.  
 
    “As such, he is here to speak. We will allow questions later,” Thal said, then sat back down. Thormatton stood up. 
 
    “Thank you, Imperator Thal,” he said. “I am going to be reiterating some facts so that we’re all on the same page. Approximately thirteen hours ago, there was a meeting between Supreme Leader Valin and the Empire’s chancellor, Mikl, to discuss a possible alliance. Sometime during this meeting, a group of warriors blew up a wall and killed almost everyone. There are only two known survivors, the first being Valin, who we were able to verify has been captured. So far there have been no demands. The second survivor was the second in command of the Empire, Damus. Last I heard, he will make a full recovery, although he is still in critical condition. The staff that pierced him was mere inches from his heart.” 
 
    The room went silent as Thormatton stopped speaking for a moment. He looked at everyone in the room, from Anorn to Vulcron and back to Thal. “We believe the Prazore had help from the inside. We don’t know who could have done it, as it seems they wanted to kill everyone but Valin, including the one who helped them. All the cameras were destroyed, along with most of the footage they captured. All we’ve been able to get was a camera that appeared to have been missed. It showed Valin being taken into a hallway with a Prazore escort.” He pulled out the Alliance law book and turned to a specific page before setting the book down on a holographic projector, which expanded that page in holographic form. 
 
    “As stated in Alliance law, page 53, section 3.2, if the supreme leader is captured or killed, the military is to take full control until a new leader has been elected or the supreme leader is recovered. Until we have recovered Valin or verified he’s been killed, there will be no elections, at least for now.” Thormatton took a drink of the water next to him before continuing. “If you have any questions, now is the time.”  
 
    “What is the current status between us and the Empire?” Lloyd asked before anyone else could say anything. 
 
    “Any negotiations that were going on have been halted. We’re not sure if the Empire will be up for negotiations once Damus recovers. Currently, the Empire is in a state of emergency, like us. I would not anticipate any assistance from them. Like before, we’re on our own,” Thormatton said solemnly. 
 
    That was probably the whole point of the ambush: disrupt negotiations and stop them from joining forces. Bastards, how did they even find out? Anorn thought. He knew he was not the only one thinking this. If the Empire and Alliance were working together, it would make it much harder for the Prazore to win this war. If only the Alliance, Empire, and Yevonions could join forces, this war could be won. 
 
    “What are our next steps?” Anorn asked. 
 
    “We’re trying to locate where Valin is being held. Then we’ll launch a rescue operation.”  
 
    “Do we have any leads?” Vulcron asked. 
 
    “No, we don’t have the slightest idea. We’re assuming the Prazore will contact us, which should hopefully help us find where he’s being held.” 
 
    Thal took this opportunity to jump into the conversation. “I want this meeting to focus on finding Valin. Our top priority right now is to try and come up with ideas in case the Prazore have no intentions of reaching out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damus awoke with a horrible pain in his stomach and chest. Since his rescue three days ago, he always woke up with this pain. He sat up a little, grimacing as a fresh wave of pain erupted through his wound. 
 
    There was noise outside of his room—whispering he couldn’t make out except for “he’s awake now.” Then two people entered the room. He recognized both immediately: the two highest-ranking generals in the Empire, Pymer and Keradis. 
 
    “What’s the situation?” Damus asked, putting as much authority into his voice as he could muster. 
 
    “You’re the only survivor of the attack. You were very lucky. If that staff had been a little more to the left, you’d be dead,” Pymer said. 
 
    “We’re investigating how the Prazore were able to sneak into the space station without anyone knowing,” Keradis added. 
 
    “Have you found any clues?” Damus asked. 
 
    “Not yet. We’re hoping to discover something soon,” Keradis said. 
 
    Good, you shouldn’t be able to find anything, Damus thought. His plan was risky, let alone painful, but it was well worth it. It began when the Alliance reached out to the Empire the first time. The Prazore’s victories had made it easy for Mikl to decide against Damus’s original plan. Instead, he wanted to watch the war play out and attack the Prazore if he thought the aliens posed any threat. 
 
    However, Mikl hadn’t anticipated the war to be so one-sided. The Alliance was getting pushed farther and farther back every day. It had gotten so bad that Mikl was concerned about how the Empire would hold up, which was why he agreed to meet with Valin, as he realized there was no hope in beating these invaders alone. Once Damus heard this, he reached out to Warlord Vorka personally. 
 
    Vorka and Damus had hatched a plan to get the Prazore involved, kill Chancellor Mikl, capture Supreme Leader Valin, and make sure Damus became chancellor. He was the vice-chancellor, after all. If something happened to the chancellor, Damus would take over. 
 
    With Mikl dead, he was now chancellor—at least until a new election, which wouldn’t be for another two years. It was difficult, but he had sabotaged all the scout ships that were on lookout duty for nearby Prazore. Vorka had provided him with a device that jammed the frequency when activated. All he had to do was stick it to the ship, and Vorka would do the rest. Damus had put it on all the scout ships, so when the Prazore fleet arrived, all the scouts could do was watch and die, blindsiding both Alliance and Empire. 
 
    After that, the plan was to wound Damus to make it look like his survival was a mistake. After all, if he survived untouched, there would be suspicion that he had something to do with this ambush. With his injury and how close he had come to dying, nobody would suspect it was him. The final part, and arguably the most difficult, was hiding warriors in crates aboard his ship. The plan had gone so smoothly that he wondered if it was a dream. 
 
    “You’re now chancellor, something I am sure you know. Do you have orders for us? I assume you want to take revenge against these bastards for what they did to Mikl,” Pymer said, not hiding the anger that was building in his voice. 
 
    “Not yet, General,” Damus began, grimacing as he shifted his body. “We mustn’t be hasty. First, we need to make sure there isn’t a traitor in our midst. That is our first priority. We will deal with the Prazore once we find that damned traitor. There’s no other way to explain how those warriors caught us by surprise like that.” 
 
    A look of relief splashed across Keradis’s face. “I agree, sir. Pymer and I have been arguing about our next steps. I am glad to see you agree that this is due to some traitor. I’ll double our efforts to locate the traitor.” 
 
    Damus nodded his approval. He knew there was no way it could link back to him. Anyone who could have known was dead, something he’d made sure of. In the last moments before the meeting was interrupted, he’d seen how Yulara had recognized his betrayal, but she was too late. Doesn’t matter anymore. She’s dead and will never be able to reveal my secret. 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “I need my rest, General. Can you tell the nurse to come in?” Damus said, interrupting Pymer. He knew that Pymer was going to push for action against the Prazore. He needed to buy as much time as possible to secure his leadership. Once he moved forward with the next part of his plan, there would be a revolt. Everything had to go perfectly. 
 
    Pymer did not hide his disappointment. “Of course, sir. Get well soon,” he said with a salute, then walked out of the office. 
 
    The nurse entered moments later. “You wanted to see me, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, now that I can think properly, how long until I am fully recovered?” 
 
    The nurse pulled out a data pad and scrolled through. “It shouldn’t be more than two, three weeks at the absolute most. All things considered, I would say you’re extremely lucky to survive.” 
 
    That’s manageable. Two weeks shouldn’t hinder my plan at all, Damus thought. He would just need to keep the generals busy with investigating the attack for at least that long. “Thanks. You may go now,” he said. 
 
    As soon as the nurse left, Damus collapsed back down. Relief flooded his body as his pain subsided a bit. He felt a smile prying at his lips. Now that he was officially chancellor, he could secure the Empire for generations. It had always been his dream to become chancellor. Now all he had to do was keep his word to Vorka and help him crush the Alliance. Then the galaxy would see peace. Considering all the lives lost so far, was it really so bad for him to prevent further bloodshed? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    A loud screech echoed from the arena, a chilling sound that sent a shiver down Vorka’s spine. It was the Borealix getting ready to fight two members of the Orlion Academy. 
 
    The Borealix was a new beast being developed by the morphers, a group of Prazore who specialized in advanced technology. Development started two weeks after the battle for Hucara. It was going to be a counter to magic users. The beast was a mixture of Kmers, a dangerous creature on the planet Sarus. Kmers had been able to kill warriors with their retractable claws, claws that could shoot from their hands and regrow within minutes. 
 
    The other mixture so far was from Vorka’s side of the galaxy, a Ziitet. Ziitets had strong armor, but he suspected it wasn’t strong enough. There was something missing, another sort of creature that was needed to make the Borealix a true threat. This test would hopefully prove him wrong, though—at least he hoped it would. 
 
    Joining Vorka was Shiviath. They were in a private room, separated from the other spectators. The arena was a giant circle with stands that could fill thousands of people. Warriors would fight here for Prazore entertainment. This arena had just been finished a month ago and was now going to feature its first major fight. A crowd had gathered, filling the arena to maximum capacity. Who would win? The Borealix or two Sentinels? 
 
    “How do you think this Borealix will do?” Shiviath asked. 
 
    “I suspect it’ll lose,” Vorka said. He didn’t bother lying or sounding hopeful; Shiviath would know anyway. “For the record, I am not a fan of using prisoners as test subjects,” he added, knowing he should keep his mouth shut. He just had to let his feelings be known on this subject. 
 
    “You speak boldly,” Shiviath responded with a hint of respect. “We do what we must to make sure this creature will work. These magic users are posing more of a problem than I had anticipated. It has to be done.” 
 
    “As you say, supreme one.” 
 
    Vorka knew better than to argue further. Giving his opinion was one thing, but pushing it was a way to get punished—or worse, if Shiviath thought Vorka might betray him. 
 
    “Tell me about the two prisoners.”  
 
    “Both were captured on Thadrat, a planet we took shortly after Hucara. Not sure what their mission was, but it was unrelated to anything we were doing. The male, Xanos, is a newly promoted Sentinel. The female, Amalia, was his mentor,” Vorka said. 
 
    “How many other magic users do we have?” 
 
    “Only two at this location. We have more in other prisons. Should I have them transferred here?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “No. These two should do. If they die, then I am certain the Borealix is ready,” Shiviath said. 
 
    Vorka was not disappointed in the answer. The fewer prisoners being used for tests, the better. It was very unlike their race to use prisoners as experiments. However, he couldn’t argue with Shiviath’s logic. Magic users, specifically those from the Orlion Academy, posed more of a problem than even he’d anticipated. Even with all the research done over the years, he hadn’t expected them to be this strong. Every planet that had a strong resistance seemed to be led by a magic user. If the Prazore could take out the magic user, the rest of the resistance would fall. 
 
    He looked at one of the monitors showing the Borealix. It had one thick long claw on each hand. It was roughly nine feet tall with green scales covering its whole body except for the stomach, which was a thick green hide. It had the ability to belch acid from its throat. The acid could burn through warrior armor within fifteen seconds. 
 
    To make this test as authentic as possible, both Sentinels were given their original gear. Any armor or weapons were given back to them for this fight.  
 
    “Start the fight,” Shiviath said. 
 
    “Yes, supreme one,” Vorka said, then released the Borealix with a click of a button. 
 
    The force field holding the beast back was deactivated. It charged forward and let out another terrifying screech. While it could see with its eyes, the Borealix had a strong sensitivity to magic users. It could locate them by smell. There was a certain aura around them that only someone who knew magic would have. The stronger the magic user, the easier it was for the Borealix to locate its prey.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Xanos watched as some sort of monster came out of its force field. He had never seen anything like it. All he knew was that both he and Amalia were going to be fighting this… creature. He had not expected something so terrifying. 
 
    He glanced over at Amalia but saw only concentration. There wasn’t any sign of fear in her eyes. He took a deep breath, calming himself down as much as he could.  
 
    She seemed to read his fear. “Don’t think about the size of this thing. If we fight together, we’ll win,” Amalia said, exuding a confidence that Xanos did not have. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, raising his sword and preparing to attack. 
 
    The Borealix let out a screech, almost putting him off balance. Then the beast charged, swinging its thick claw at Xanos. He focused magic through his arms, feeling his muscles getting stronger as he intercepted the claw with his sword. He felt a little pain in his left arm as the curved portion of the claw lightly scraped him.  
 
    Amalia took that opportunity to attack, letting loose a blast of lightning from her fingertips. It enveloped the creature with blue electricity. It didn’t faze the Borealix in the slightest, and it kept up its attack. “What!?” she exclaimed as she dodged to the right, feeling a quick rush of air as the claw nearly gouged her stomach. 
 
    She was about to move forward when the creature’s wrist pointed in her direction and a claw came speeding toward her. She swung her sword with as much strength as she could muster, trying to knock the claw away. She wasn’t strong enough to knock it away completely, and she felt a sharp pain in her left thigh. Blood spattered onto the ground, along with an inch of flesh from her thigh. 
 
    Xanos whirled his hands, causing dust to fly into the creature’s eyes, temporarily blinding it. He went to attack an opening to the rib cage when its clawless hand smashed him in the stomach. 
 
    He felt the air blow out of his lungs, leaving him breathless. He rolled on the ground due to the impact, feeling at least one rib break. Xanos had no idea how far he rolled when his body had finally stopped moving. He was wheezing as he tried to regain his breath. The Borealix charged at him while letting out another screech. It was so loud that it stopped him from moving. 
 
    The beast was already on top of him. It raised its left arm and swung downward. Xanos went to block with his sword when he realized it was on the ground, ten feet away from him. There was nothing he could do. 
 
    Instead of a claw tearing him in half, the Borealix screeched in pain as a sword dug deep into its left rib cage. Green blood splattered onto Amalia’s shoulder. She ripped the sword out and was about to attack again when a surge of pain flooded her right shoulder, causing her sword to drop. 
 
    It felt like acid was tearing through her skin. “Gah!” she exclaimed, jumping backward just in time to avoid the counterattack. Dust flung into the air as the Borealix’s fist slammed into the ground. “Its blood has an acidic effect. Don’t touch it!” Amalia said as she winced from the pain. She raised her left hand to create a whirlwind that summoned her fallen sword back to her. 
 
    Xanos had gotten up and recovered his own sword during the commotion. He saw green blood pooling on the ground from the Borealix’s wounds and the rage that filled the monster’s eyes. 
 
    “Let’s attack together, “Amalia said. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” he responded. 
 
    Both charged the creature from the sides. Xanos saw that the claw had grown back on the Borealix’s right hand as he moved toward the left side. The creature raised both its arms and pointed its right arm at Amalia and the left at Xanos. 
 
    They knew what was about to happen. Claws detached from both hands, flying at an incredible speed toward them. Xanos and Amalia were already dodging before the claws had completely detached. A poof of dust sprayed their backsides as the claws crashed into the dirt behind them. 
 
    This Borealix deserves its name. I would not want to fight this thing alone, Xanos thought. 
 
    A loud cheer erupted from the audience. This fight was far more entertaining than they’d expected. Wish the audience had to fight this thing. They wouldn’t be cheering, then, Xanos thought.  
 
    He charged the Borealix. A roar of pain exploded from the beast as his sword cut deep into the left side while Amalia’s cut through the right. Both swords were hilt-deep in the rib cage. Instead of yanking out the swords, both sliced up toward the throat, green blood spraying over them. 
 
    There was nothing the Borealix could do as both of its sides were ripped open. Its intestines fell out, and the ground steamed with acidic blood. It finally fell with a loud thud, shaking the ground so hard that both Amalia and Xanos to fell over. 
 
    “It burns!” Xanos exclaimed as he tried to wipe off any green blood on him. Luckily, neither he nor Amalia got too much on themselves to cause significant harm. 
 
    The Borealix tried to get up and let out a screech that was somehow more terrifying than before. Amalia raised her sword, aiming a blow toward the back of the neck. “Die!” she said as she swung with all her might. 
 
    Instead of piercing the neck, her sword made a clang sound and bounced off like she’d hit a solid object. There wasn’t even a slight cut on the Borealix’s neck. 
 
    “What?” she said aloud, swinging again to the same effect. 
 
    “Try the throat!” Xanos said. He could barely focus on what was going on as his vision blurred. He felt his skin burning, and it was getting worse. More had gotten on him than he’d thought. 
 
    Amalia slid her blade right under the beast’s throat, then cut as hard as she could. The screeching stopped as the creature’s throat spilled more blood. It thrashed violently with a surge of energy that neither Xanos nor Amalia had expected. 
 
    “Get back,” Amalia said, gripping Xanos’s shirt to move him in the right direction. 
 
    The Borealix was still thrashing about, trying its best to get up. A minute later, it stopped and went completely limp. 
 
    Xanos dug his sword into the ground, leaning on it as he tried to maintain conciseness. He couldn’t believe how powerful this creature was. Then he realized this monster was made specifically to counter magic users. This whole match was a test to see how it would do against them. Magic didn’t work very well, and its blood was as dangerous as the claws. 
 
    Loud yelling came from the audience. Neither of them could understand a word, but they could hear the anger. I can’t die yet. We need to warn Imperator Thal about this development, Xanos thought. He would have fainted if he wasn’t channeling magic through his body, energizing him enough to keep him awake. 
 
    A dozen warriors filtered into the arena. They surrounded the two Sentinels within seconds, their staffs at the ready if either of them tried to fight it out. 
 
    He watched as each warrior assumed a combat stance, expecting them to fight. I won’t go down easily, Xanos thought, pulling his sword out of the ground. He was not going to let them be used as test subjects. It would be better to die! He readied his sword and shifted into a defensive stance. 
 
    Amalia put her hand on his arm. “We’ll go peacefully,” she said, dropping her sword onto the ground. “No point in fighting right now. Do as I say,” she said to Xanos. 
 
    For a second, he almost ignored her. She had to have a reason not to fight. He reluctantly dropped his sword. The warriors moved forward, grabbing their swords and the prisoners. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vorka was a bit surprised at how the fight went. He knew there would be flaws in the Borealix, flaws that would be corrected by the morphers, but he had not expected it to do so well. It was a far closer fight than he’d anticipated. 
 
    Shiviath did not seem to share his feelings. “That was disappointing. Hopefully the morphers get it right next time.” 
 
    It was an expected response. Vorka knew firsthand just how strict Shiviath was. There was no almost “good enough”; it was either good or bad. Judging from this fight, in six months the Borealix should be perfected. 
 
    “I think they’ll get it right next time,” Vorka responded. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Shiviath said, looking at the dead creature in the arena, as if analyzing it. 
 
    “Do you have any commands?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “No. I suppose it is time for me to speak to our prisoner. He should be arriving shortly. Tell the morphers of this failure,” Shiviath said, walking out without another word. 
 
    Vorka bowed respectfully as the overlord left the room. His thoughts drifted away from the fight. Instead, he thought of what the Alliance would do now that its leader was captured. He still couldn’t believe how perfectly his plan had unfolded. If the Borealix had won this fight, he’d almost feel bad for the Alliance. Either way, the threat of fighting both the Empire and Alliance was gone. Soon it would be the Empire and Prazore crushing the Alliance, then the Yevonions.  
 
    His scouts had notified him that all Empire ships had retreated into their territory. They were waiting for a command from their new chancellor, Damus. Damus wouldn’t be able to speak to him for a while longer, something Vorka had told Damus when they had spoken. It was best to play it out safely. 
 
    The Yevonions seemed to be watching this war more closely than he’d thought, though. Vorka had received reports of Yevonion scouts watching them but not engaging or even telling the Alliance of upcoming attacks. Were they truly foolish enough to think they could fight the Prazore alone? If things kept going the way they were, the Alliance would be gone within a year. While confident that all three major powers could join forces and not defeat him, there was no point in letting that ever happen, as it would extend the war for years. He anticipated complete victory within the next five years. 
 
    He was excited for the day it was all over. A galaxy under Prazore control. There would never be a major threat again. No more major wars and no way anyone could ever challenge them again. It was going to be a glorious day. 
 
    With those comforting thoughts, Vorka left the room. After all, if the Alliance was defeated in a year, the Borealix wouldn’t even be needed, as it would take a couple of years, minimum, before it would be unleashed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind howled with anger, each gust feeling colder than the last. Blade tried to suppress a shiver as he watched Avril and Kane lead the group. They’d be splitting off into two groups soon. The first group comprised Blade, Avril, Kane, and half of the Alliance troops, along with half of the resistance. The second group comprised Travis, Terminus, Kurvara, and Layla with the other half. 
 
    While hesitant to split from Layla, Blade realized his group was going to face more combat, as they were going to show themselves first. The second group would wait five minutes before attacking from the other side. It should mean that she’d be safer with them than with him. 
 
    It was hard to see more than a few feet in front of them, yet Avril knew exactly where to go. She knew every turn and even where warriors were patrolling, warriors that Blade couldn’t sense with magic. He was very curious about how she was doing it. 
 
    Kane glanced backward, just barely able to see Blade and a soldier, although he couldn’t tell if the soldier was Alliance or resistance. Since leaving the base, Avril had not said a word other than “stop” or “wait.” Right now seemed as good a time as any to find out more about her. 
 
    “I have to ask,” he started but stopped as he wanted to see how she’d respond. 
 
    “Ask then,” Avril said. 
 
    “I noticed you’re blind. Y—” 
 
    “Good observation,” Avril interrupted. 
 
    Kane ignored the interruption and continued. “You never look around, and yet you seem to know where everything is,” he continued before stopping again. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a question.” 
 
    “Sorry, but how are you seeing?” Kane asked. 
 
    “With magic,” Avril said. “It’s funny. My blindness could have been cured if the Orlion Academy had let me join.” 
 
    A jolt of surprise shot across Kane’s face. “You tried to join the Orlion Academy?” he asked, making sure he heard correctly. 
 
    She nodded. “I was declined.” 
 
    That explains the hatred toward us at least, Kane thought. “Was it because you were blind?” 
 
    “How observant of you,” she said sarcastically. “That is exactly why. You see, my parents wanted me to join, as they were too poor to get my eyes fixed. My grandfather was part of the Orlion Academy for thirty years before leaving on good terms.” She emphasized the “good terms” part. “My parents figured that I would be accepted, cured, and trained due to all the work my grandfather put in. I was taken to a recruiter. My hearing was well beyond average. One of the few perks of being blind, I suppose. I overheard the recruiter deny me, stating that even if I could see, I wasn’t physically fit and wouldn’t survive the training.”  
 
    Kane looked down, almost feeling the anger emanating from her. He knew the council would be in for a surprise when it found out how powerful Avril was, assuming it ever met her. He wondered who the recruiter was. “So that’s why you hate us, huh?” 
 
    “Right. Thing is, my parents didn’t think I heard. They just told me there were too many recruits. It made me angry. I was seven when it happened. It fueled me to prove that moron wrong. Secretly, I started learning magic on my own. Very difficult for anyone, let alone a blind child. After two years, I could do the very basics, just not for very long. One day, I got very mad. What was the point in doing any sort of magic when I couldn’t see? I could accidentally destroy my house or kill someone. That was when I realized there might be a way to see with magic.”  
 
    He’d never heard of anyone seeing with magic, and he’d seen many types of magic in his life. It must be a rare ability or something that just wasn’t well known. It made sense; there seemed to be an endless number of things that magic could be used for. 
 
    “In my research, I found out that there were only twenty known individuals who could see with magic. The last one was over five hundred years ago.” 
 
    “That long? Makes sense as to why I’ve never heard of someone doing this,” Kane said. 
 
    “Mm. Well, they all shared a similar trait,” Avril said. 
 
    “What was that?” Kane asked. 
 
    “All of them were born blind.” She said this while shaking her head slightly, a little annoyed that he even had to ask. “We’re here,” she said. “Okori,” she called out. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” he asked, stepping forward. 
 
    “Set a perimeter. Let me know if anything unusual happens. We’ll be waiting here for thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Understood,” he said, then called for some nearby soldiers to follow. 
 
    “That gives us time for you to finish,” Kane said. He had to hear about how she learned this ability. From watching her, it seemed like a useful skill, even if he wasn’t blind. Having a magic user who could do this would make things so much easier.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, then continued. “I did intense meditation. It took me four more years before I finally did it. I could see all around me, but I see differently than you do.”  
 
    “How so?” Blade asked as he jumped into the conversation. He’d been listening intently and couldn’t stop himself from asking. 
 
    “I was getting to that,” she said. “It is hard to explain.” She pondered how best to describe it. “I suppose… Think about it like this. You know how you see forward with your eyes?” she asked, not waiting for an answer before continuing. “I can see everything around me as if I had eyes pointing everywhere. It’s like I can see a full 360 degrees.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Kane said in awe. “That seems better than how we see.” 
 
    “Not entirely. I can see in darkness, blizzards, daylight… You get the picture. It does have some drawbacks, however.” 
 
    “Like?” Kane asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately, wondering if she even should. “I don’t like to tell people what I can’t do. It won’t matter, I suppose. I can’t shoot a gun, really. I can’t focus my vision to aim like that. I can point a gun and shoot, but I can’t look down a sight to hit a target far away, for example. I can’t really drive, either, which is why I use a sword. I don’t need to focus on a specific area to do that.” 
 
    “You know, my father is a master. I could talk to him, get you into the academy. They’ll surely accept you now and restore your vision,” Blade said. 
 
    Avril’s face looked full of disgust. “I would never join the Orlion Academy. They don’t deserve my talents. Besides, I wouldn’t want my vision restored now.”  
 
    “Is there a negative effect on your current ability if you restored your eyesight?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Yes. Of the twenty others with this ability, one was able to get the surgery needed to restore his vision. He lost the ability and was unable to ever do it again.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be worth it, though?” Kane said. 
 
    She had a dumbfounded look on her face. “It’s useful for combat, especially now, when we’re at war. If you had this ability, you wouldn’t want to lose it, either. The pros far outweigh the cons. Even if I did want my vision restored, I would still refuse to join any academy.” 
 
    Kane decided not to push the issue. Who was he to judge an ability he didn’t know? He would probably make the same decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes,” Terminus said. He didn’t want anyone to be caught unaware by how much time was left. The first group would be fighting soon. 
 
    “At least we’ll see how well these new bullets work,” Layla said. “Kind of annoying having to stay back for a few extra minutes.” 
 
    Terminus shifted his stance a little. He hadn’t seen so much snow in his life. He went from liking snow to hating it now. “I agree. Waiting is the hardest part. I would rather start the fight,” he said, feeling anxious as time seemed to slow. 
 
    A gust of wind blew Layla’s red hair sideways, covering her eyes. Not like it mattered anyway. She could barely see as it was. “My worry is we call off our attack if it doesn’t go well for them,” she said while brushing her hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “It would have to be catastrophic for that to happen,” Travis said, appearing out of nowhere. “We won’t be leaving anyone behind if it came to that, although I am a little worried about this first attack,” he said, rubbing his chin. “That prison can easily hold five thousand people. If there are that many prisoners, well, I imagine there will be more warriors than Avril thinks.” 
 
    “It’ll be tough even if there aren’t,” Terminus said, checking his watch again. Still six minutes to go. 
 
    “How many warriors do you think are here?” Layla asked. 
 
    “At least a hundred. If these bullets work as intended, it shouldn’t be as rough as before,” Terminus said. 
 
    “If there are more than that, do we engage sooner?”  
 
    “No. We stick to the plan. Unless Avril says something, we’re going to do this her way,” Travis said. 
 
    Why? Layla wanted to ask but bit her tongue instead. She knew that the resistance was important, but why were they going along with everything Avril wanted?  
 
    She debated asking anyway but saw that the first group was engaging the enemy. “Spread the word. We’ll be leaving in five minutes,” Travis said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Avril said, charging toward the first wall. 
 
    Blade and Kane followed her closely while the rest of the troops charged slightly behind them. The snow slowed them down, but thankfully, the blizzard would make it hard for any guards to see them coming. 
 
    The alarms started blaring. Blade had hoped it would take another thirty seconds before they were seen. 
 
    “Prepare for combat!” Avril yelled. She raised her sword. 
 
     Bolts of energy rained down on them, melting holes in the snow and taking out a few unlucky soldiers. The sound of gunfire ended the silence. 
 
    It was time to see if these new bullets worked. Blade aligned his sights on a warrior’s chest and pressed the trigger. That warrior fell as two bullets pierced its chest. That answered his question, and he lined up another one. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he shot another, then another.  
 
    A constant barrage of bolts hit the snow, causing a lot of steam to rise and impeding their vision even more. Still, they all moved, stopped to fire, and moved forward again. Blade had not expected to see this much firepower aimed at them. He watched as two soldiers were shot down. One had a hole in his chest while the other was hit in the leg and stomach. 
 
    “Medic!” someone nearby yelled as he ran toward a downed soldier. 
 
    Blade glanced forward, seeing a couple of dozen warriors charging at them. 
 
    “What dumbasses,” Avril said with a laugh. “Kill them!”  
 
    It didn’t take long for those warriors to realize that something had changed since their last encounter. Within seconds, a half dozen warriors were shot and killed. That caused the rest to turn back, as they realized it was suicide to keep charging. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” Kane yelled as he took out his sword. He blocked a few energy bolts with it, saving soldiers that would have been hit. “Blade, help me defend the demolition team so we can blow this wall to hell,” Kane said. 
 
    “On it!” Blade replied, taking out his own sword. “Demolition team, follow close!” he said, running forward. It wasn’t a fast run, thanks to the snow, but it was better than sitting still. 
 
    Three demolition members threw smoke grenades. With the steam and smoke, it should disguise their movement for a bit.  
 
    As the five of them disappeared into the smoke, Avril stayed behind, trying to stop any shots from hitting the men with her. They were the main distraction; hopefully the warriors wouldn’t focus too hard on the five running toward the wall. There was no way they could be seen, and it was likely nobody saw the five run into the smoke. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get through the smoke. Two warriors looked down from their tower, alarmed, and shot at them. Blade dodged the first one, pulled out his pistol, and shot both in the chest. Their bodies fell from the tower and hit the ground, causing a puff of snow to fling into the air. 
 
    “Love how our guns are effective now,” Blade said with a huge grin on his face. 
 
    “Agreed,” Kane said. 
 
    “Let’s kill more with less ammo. About time we even the playing field,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane didn’t say anything to that. He watched as the demolition team ran forward and attached three bombs to the wall. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds,” Okori said. 
 
    All five ran to the side, far enough away from the explosion to avoid any harm. Five. Four. Three. Two. One, Blade thought, and a loud bang filled his ears as the bombs went off. It was like fireworks with a bright array of colors, debris, and a lot of smoke.  
 
    Blade motioned his left hand forward, causing a gust of wind to blow the smoke away. The wall still stood, except now there was a gigantic hole in it. “Let’s do this,” he said. 
 
    “This is demolition team. We have an opening. I repeat: we have an opening,” Kane said into his commlink.  
 
    After a minute, Avril arrived, along with all the other soldiers. “Follow me,” she said, running headfirst into the hole. 
 
    Upon entering, Blade saw an array of bodies—warriors who were caught in the explosion. Some were missing limbs or half of their bodies, while others were burned. He didn’t get to look very long; quite a few warriors arrived. 
 
    Blade and Kane dove for the nearest cover, hearing the whiz of energy shots hitting near them. Four soldiers were killed within seconds, unable to get behind cover in time. They were pinned down.  
 
    “There are more warriors than I expected,” Avril said, blocking any shots that might hit anyone near her. 
 
    “Gee, you think?” Blade said. He peeked and fired blindly before seeing where some warriors were and aiming at them. He took one out and dove back down. “Travis and the others won’t be here for at least five minutes, assuming they took down their side of the wall. Do you have any—” 
 
    “Yes,” Avril said. “I need three grenades in the air, now!”  
 
    She’d read his mind. Blade took out a grenade, yanked the pin, and chucked it into the air. Kane and someone else did the same. Avril stayed behind cover while motioning with her hands to move the three grenades in different directions, each hitting a group of warriors. 
 
    All three detonated at once, causing chunks of concrete to fly everywhere. Blade watched as the second floor collapsed onto a group of warriors. They died as heavy stone crushed them. 
 
    He was about to move when a hand grabbed him and pushed him back down. Another explosion went off, except this was right in front of them. Blade turned and saw that it was Avril who’d grabbed him.  
 
    “Pay more attention,” she said, getting up. She was the only one charging, her sword a blur as it blocked anything coming at her.  
 
    Two warriors took the charge as an invitation and ran toward her. Their staffs transformed from ranged weapons into sharp melee weapons. 
 
    Avril smiled as the warriors attacked her from both sides. She deflected the first attack. Seeing the other going for an opening, she lifted her right foot to avoid that attack. The other swung at her head. She ducked and placed her hand on his chest. “Goodbye,” she said. The warrior gasped as dark energy pierced his chest. His eyes bulged when his heart exploded. 
 
    She wasted no time dispatching the other warrior by thrusting her sword into his chest. 
 
    Blade was impressed. She was moving like a master. Each move was calculated perfectly: no swings that would waste energy, just precise movements hitting their intended target. 
 
    More warriors poured into the room. “Avril, get back!” Kane hollered. He shot at the warriors closing in on her, taking out three. 
 
    She ignored him and kept pushing farther ahead. Some of her resistance fighters were moving forward to join her. One was shot down as soon as he moved into the open. 
 
    “Stay back!” Kane said to the ones trying to follow. 
 
    They ignored him, continuing to fire their weapons and moving forward to support their leader. 
 
    “Dammit!” Kane said angrily, wondering why the hell Avril was being so reckless. 
 
    “We need to push,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane nodded, motioning everyone to move forward. “Let’s move!” he said, jumping over his ledge. He had two magazines left. Then he’d be using his sword. 
 
    A staff struck a concrete wall, barely missing Avril, who’d dodged just in time. The warrior looked surprised as he tried to pull his staff back and found two stumps where his arms had been. Avril finished him with a cut to his throat. 
 
    She was like a living weapon. Every attack a warrior made was blocked or dodged. Then that warrior was dead moments later. Every strike hit its intended target. She sent two warriors backward with a powerful force, causing them to slam into a wall so hard that the loud crack of their backs being broken could be heard. 
 
    She’s not invincible, so why does she keep moving so far ahead? Kane thought. While he was impressed with her fighting, there were more and more warriors coming in to reinforce. They were losing more people than anticipated. 
 
    It was then that Kane saw what she was doing. Avril had moved up, cutting down another warrior that stood in her way. She raised her hand, sensing cracks in the walls, and pulled, causing that whole section to collapse. 
 
    The hallway the warriors were coming from was now blocked off, as it was full of debris with no way through. “We shouldn’t have to deal with many reinforcements for a while,” she said. 
 
    Now there were only two ways the warriors could reinforce, and those were farther away than the one that was just taken out. “Blade, let’s focus on the left side,” Kane said, signaling some soldiers to follow. 
 
    Instead of responding, Blade sprayed the left area, where there were at least fifteen warriors behind cover. He hit two, although his shots weren’t lethal.  
 
    Another explosion went off near the middle entrance, causing another cloud of smoke to pour through. All the warriors in that area were lying on the ground, motionless. 
 
    Blade let out a hoot. “About time you showed up!” 
 
    Out of the smoke came Travis, Layla, and the rest of the group. All came in with guns blazing. The attack took the remaining warriors by surprise. While warriors tried to face this new threat, they were outgunned. It didn’t take long to clear out the survivors. 
 
    “Looks like the plan worked. Our side of the wall was nearly undefended when we attacked,” Travis said. 
 
    “As expected,” Avril said. “We need a couple of people to go up the tower steps and keep a lookout for any reinforcements. We don’t want to be caught unaware. That is also where we can unlock all the cells at once.”  
 
    “We’ll get on it. Kane, Blade, let’s go,” Travis said. He was about to go when Avril stepped in front of him. 
 
    “You stay here. I’ll go, and I only need one of them,” Avril said. 
 
    “All right,” Travis said. He didn’t argue, as it didn’t seem that important. “Blade, go with Avril. Kane and I will stay here.” 
 
    Kane looked disappointed in the decision, but he didn’t argue. “Good luck, you two,” he said. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Blade said with a cocky grin. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Avril said. She started running up the stairs, Blade right next to her. 
 
    There were a lot of steps, and Blade felt the burn in his legs. Avril wasn’t slowing down, and there was no way in hell he was. About halfway up, Avril stopped in front of a wide-open door. “I bet there are warriors in there,” he said quietly. He didn’t have much ammo left, so he took out his sword.  
 
    Avril started moving, motioning for him to follow. Both moved silently, making sure not to make any unnecessary sounds. Once they got close to the door, Avril motioned for him to stop and raised three fingers, letting him know that there were three warriors in the room. 
 
    Not waiting to see what she wanted to do, Blade ran into the room. Upon entering, he noticed there was no cover and, as Avril had pointed out, three warriors. The warriors were a bit surprised but, like the seasoned fighters they were, didn’t hesitate to engage him. 
 
    Blade side-stepped a bolt of energy that hit the wall behind him and engaged another warrior who blocked his sword with his staff. He disengaged, feinting toward the right, then swung his sword upward, which the warrior easily knocked aside and countered with the other side of his staff. 
 
    He barely dodged as the staff scratched his coat. He was glad to be wearing this mixture of armor and coat. His other coat would have been pierced straight through, probably hitting skin as well. It did provide him with the opening he needed. He reached out with his hand and grabbed the arm of the warrior, then dug his sword deep into the warrior’s chest. 
 
    By the time he’d killed the warrior, Avril had killed the other two. One was missing a head, and the other’s body was split in half, its intestines on the floor. 
 
    “Why did you charge in like that?” Avril asked, neither angry nor happy. 
 
    “Didn’t have enough ammo. Didn’t want you to have all the fun,” he retorted. 
 
    “This isn’t a game. You should think more. We both could have entered at the same time, taking them out quieter,” Avril said. 
 
    “Never said it was. Doubt there are any warriors nearby anyway,” Blade said. 
 
    Avril shook her head but started up the steps again. It took a couple of minutes, but they finally reached the top. There was another door, which was also wide open. Blade ran straight inside and was shocked to see nobody else in there. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Blade said, sheathing his sword. “Those three must have been heading down.”  
 
    “Obviously,” Avril responded as she walked up to the controls. The room was small and could hold five people comfortably, but that was about it. There were a lot of flashing lights and camera screens. “I believe this will let the prisoners out,” she said, pressing the button. All the cells opened. 
 
    Both their commlinks erupted with a frantic voice. “You both need to get out of there, now! There are Ascors headed straight toward you!” Layla yelled. 
 
    Blade looked out the window and saw that she was right. “It’s too late,” he said. The Ascor was already here, and a missile was headed their way. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
    Present Time 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto groaned as he woke up, feeling pain in his whole body. He looked around the room, remembering how his escape had been foiled again. Four times and I have made no progress, he thought. He could now see why almost everyone here was demoralized. 
 
    He was in a small room with one toilet and a hard bed with thin sheets. It was meant to punish him for his repeated attempts to escape. There was a light that let him see, but it was very dim. 
 
    Then he noticed how small his room was. This was the first time he’d awoken from a failed attempt and had been alone. Either he was closer than he thought last time, or his captors were getting sick of it. 
 
    His door opened, and in came a Prazore warrior, Yaqul. The warrior bore a new scar that stretched from his forehead to his left cheek. “Get up,” Yaqul said. 
 
    Without any argument, Mutieto got up, feeling light-headed. As soon as he was fully up, Yaqul punched him in the face. He hit the ground hard, feeling blood trickle out of the corner of his mouth. He cleared his head by focusing on magic, got up, and went to punch Yaqul. There was a brief look of surprise from the warrior, but that didn’t stop him from grabbing his fist. 
 
    Next thing Mutieto knew, he couldn’t breathe. All the air appeared to have left his lungs thanks to the knee that hit him in the stomach. He was then thrown onto the ground again. Panicking, he gasped for air. After a few seconds, he wheezed as air started entering his lungs. 
 
    Yaqul didn’t give him long to recover. He moved forward and placed his foot on Mutieto’s chest. “It’s time you stopped your escape attempts. If you try again, there will be severe consequences.”  
 
    In response, Mutieto spit out some blood. “Like what? Kill me?” He sat up as Yaqul removed his foot. “Do it, then.” 
 
    “You’ve tried four times and haven’t even come close to escaping. While admirable, it is starting to annoy me. You won’t like it when you push that annoyance too far.” 
 
    “Like I said, kill me, then. I won’t stop,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “So be it,” Yaqul said, taking out his courier, a sharp knife-like weapon. He then uttered something in his own tongue. Fifteen seconds later, the door opened again. 
 
    Two warriors entered the room, this time with a prisoner. Mutieto’s eyes widened as he saw who it was. It was Tasha, the first one he had spoken to and who had told him all about the previous escape attempts. 
 
    Tasha was forced to the ground. She looked at Mutieto with fear in her eyes. She was breathing fast, trying her best to calm down. Then Yaqul placed his courier against her throat. 
 
    Tasha’s eyes widened further. “Please, don’t. I haven’t done anything wrong!” she cried, her voice shaking with each word. 
 
    “You can blame Mutieto,” Yaqul said, pushing the courier into her throat and drawing a little blood as it broke skin. 
 
    Adrenaline pumped through Mutieto as he saw blood leaking down her throat. “No!” he said, rushing forward. It was in vain. Even with adrenaline, he was too weak. One of the guards smacked him in the chest with his staff, sending him back to the ground. 
 
    He went to get up. “Move again and she dies,” Yaqul said, pressing the weapon tighter and drawing more blood as tears streamed down Tasha’s face. 
 
    He didn’t move a muscle. “Don’t kill her. She’s done nothing wrong.”  
 
    A look of acceptance came over Tasha’s face, and she realized there was nothing she could do. “Do what you must,” she said, throwing a look of scorn at Mutieto. “I did warn him to stop.”  
 
    “Silence,” Yaqul said. “I would kill him, but I am under strict orders not to.” 
 
    “Y-You bastard. I will stop if you let her live,” Mutieto said, his voice shaking with anger. If he was at full strength, he’d snap the bastard’s neck. 
 
    “Very well. If you keep to your word. Still, here is a taste of what will happen if you don’t,” Yaqul said. He pulled the courier away from her throat, then jammed it into her back. 
 
    Tasha let out a bloodcurdling scream as her gray shirt started turning red on the backside.  
 
    “Don’t!” Yaqul said, motioning for Mutieto to stay still. “This blade is close to her heart. All I have to do is move it a little and she dies.” 
 
    Tasha was sobbing as she writhed in pain. She tried to move, but two warriors held her tightly and ignored her screams. 
 
    “Now, I will only say this once,” Yaqul began, ripping the courier out of her back, which prompted another scream of pain. “She will live through this—I will make sure of it. I did this to show you I am not bluffing,” he said. “Get her medical help,” he told the warriors as he wiped off the blood from his courier. 
 
    “She better live,” Mutieto said, his hands shaking with anger. It took everything he had not to attack Yaqul.  
 
    Yaqul knelt next to him. “She’ll survive. For how long depends on you. Next time you try, she dies. If you try again, three more will die.” He got up and walked toward the door, stopping right before leaving. “I don’t enjoy killing non-fighters, but I will do what must be done,” he said, then left the room, leaving Mutieto to his thoughts. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, Mutieto let out a scream of anger. “Damn you!” he said aloud as he slammed his fists on his bed. It was truly over. He stared at his bed, knowing there was nothing he could do. There was no chance he would try escaping again. Yaqul wasn’t bluffing. Even without the demonstration, he’d have believed him. Now all he could do was hope that the Alliance would rescue him. It was back to square one again. What would he do now? 
 
      
 
      
 
    His captors had left him in his cell for a week before they let him out. While Mutieto had tried to talk to Tasha and apologize, she ignored him and kept walking, actively avoiding him. He decided to respect her wishes, although she still treated him the same two weeks later. This time he wasn’t going to let her ignore him. 
 
    “Hey, Tasha!” Mutieto said, turning around and walking right next to her. “How’s the injury?” 
 
    She stopped moving, turning her head to look him in the eye. He hadn’t expected her to look at him when he spoke. “It healed fine,” Tasha said, biting her lip. 
 
    He could tell that she wanted to say something. “What do you want to say? If it’s to insult me, I deserve it,” Mutieto said, truly believing in what he was saying. It was his fault that she was nearly killed. She had warned him about escaping, and he ignored her repeatedly.  
 
    “Are you going to try escaping again?” she asked, looking a bit scared as she awaited his response. 
 
    Mutieto shook his head. He saw relief flood her face.  
 
    “Good. I don’t blame you for what happened to me, though,” Tasha said as all stress seemed to leave her. 
 
    “You’ve been avoiding me since… you know. I deserve it,” he responded. 
 
    “I just wanted…” Tasha started before shaking her head. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” She started walking again, Mutieto right next to her. “What are you going to do with your new free time?” 
 
    Mutieto stroked his beard. It was a good question. “I’m not sure. I have spent so much time planning and watching all the guards that I don’t know what to do.”  
 
    “Have you heard the rumors?” 
 
    “Nobody talks to me anymore, so no,” he said. Ever since Tasha’s injury, everyone else in the prison shunned him. Nobody wanted to be seen as close to him, lest they become a victim like her.  
 
    She threw him an apologetic look. “Sorry. Once I told someone what happened, it spread like wildfire.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I brought it upon myself. What’s the rumor?” 
 
    “You have to promise me you won’t try to escape again, even with this information, okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not going to try. You have my word,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Good,” Tasha said, taking a breath. “It seems there are intruders that arrived on this planet and are giving our captors a hard time. Rumor has it that these intruders are liberating the planet.” 
 
    “Really?” Mutieto asked. “I wonder who,” he said before Tasha could say anything. It couldn’t be the Alliance. They were deep in enemy territory. He doubted the war was going good for them, at least judging by the way these aliens spoke to one another. He doubted it was the Orlion Academy, either. Nobody knew he was alive. “I can’t think of anyone it could be. You sure?” 
 
    “Well, it is a rumor, but I do believe it,” Tasha said. “I’ve learned some of the alien language since I’ve been here. While I don’t know much, I have heard ‘intruder’ and what I assume is a curse word of some kind. I always hear that word: ‘intruder’ and ‘shavat,’ whatever ‘shavat’ means.” 
 
    Will I get rescued by doing nothing? Either way, I can’t risk anything. I can only hope this group rescues us. “I hope it’s true,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Just don’t try anything. You gave me your word on that,” Tasha said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mutieto said, raising his hands. “I gave you my word. I wouldn’t lie to you about that. I promise.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see what I can do about the others ignoring you. See you later,” Tasha said. 
 
    He watched her leave. Being ignored didn’t bother him. Sure, it made life more boring, but he had other ways to pass the time. He was just glad that she didn’t seem to harbor any hatred toward him, although he had no idea why he cared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto went to bed that night in a good mood. It was the best mood he’d been in since his capture. He no longer doubted that there was a resistance group of some kind here. While he didn’t understand the language at all, there was obvious frustration in the guards’ voices when he’d sit as close to them as possible. He spent twelve hours listening, trying to hear anything that could confirm what Tasha had said. 
 
    While he really wanted to do something about it, he hoped that these intruders would liberate this prison. If they could, he would help fight. And it wouldn’t just be him but a group of soldiers—or so he hoped. He couldn’t risk trying to escape otherwise, or else it would mean the end of Tasha’s life and who knew how many others. 
 
    He walked over to his mirror, seeing his grizzled face. Though he had no shaving laser or archaic cream, there was a way he could trim his beard. He raised his pointer finger and focused on it. A small aura went around it. His finger was like a little razor. It wasn’t strong enough to break skin, but it was strong enough to trim his beard. 
 
    After doing that, he walked back to his bed. He felt a bit refreshed now that his beard wasn’t all messy. He lay back down on his bed and stretched. How is the war going out there? I know the Alliance is losing, but how bad? Have the Prazore reached the inner core? I haven’t thought much about how it was going out there, not with trying to escape so often. He didn’t get to think about it much longer, as he drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A loud bang jolted Mutieto from his sleep. Without meaning to, he’d jumped out of bed and assumed a combat stance. What was that? he thought, wondering if he’d dreamed it. Then another bang erupted outside his room as the wall blew open.  
 
    He coughed as dust flung into his mouth. A group of warriors ran toward the hole, yelling something in their own tongue. He saw them get thrown back, dead, as the sound of gunfire came from the hole. 
 
    The intruders? Already? Mutieto thought, a sudden excitement coming over him. Was he about to get out of this hellhole? The answer to his question came a moment later as white-robed figures ran through the hole. 
 
    One of the figures started yelling. “All prisoners, get over here! We need to get you all out of here!” The voice was raspy, not humanlike at all. It was much louder than any person could yell, and Mutieto could hear it loud and clear. He sensed magic usage, which made this a lot more intriguing. These people were not from the Orlion Academy, so who were they and why were they this far into enemy territory? 
 
    A dozen or so warriors charged into the room, straight at the white-robed figures. Whoever these intruders were, they were very organized. Six of them fired their weapons, killing four warriors. Then the six dropped their guns, took out their swords, and engaged. 
 
    All six worked in unison. One would block, and then the person next to them would counter, taking out an arm or killing a warrior. The six dispatched the guards within seconds. 
 
    Mutieto ran forward. He was not going to miss this opportunity. “What’s the plan?” he asked the nearest one. He couldn’t tell if it was a human or alien. Right now, that didn’t matter. 
 
    “Follow us and we’ll escort you to freedom,” one of the figures said. 
 
    Tasha and some other prisoners ran toward him. “What’s going on? Who are these people?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Get out of the hole. We’re getting out of here,” Mutieto said. He had no doubts that this wasn’t a trick or trap of some kind. “That is if you value your freedom. If you’re worried this is a trap, well, you can stay behind, but I’m going.”  
 
    He didn’t wait for anyone to respond and followed one of the white-robed figures out of the hole. One question was eating at him. “Who are you guys?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re from the White Sanctum Academy and we’re here to rescue you.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Blade could see was the missile headed their way. While he was good at magic, the missile was too close for him to redirect it. Is this really the end?  
 
    “Step aside,” Avril said, grabbing Blade’s shoulder and pushing him behind her. 
 
    “What are y—” he started to say before the missile hit. 
 
    The explosion was loud, smoky, and hot. He could feel the heat all around him. Is this what it feels like to die? Blade thought it would hurt a lot more. Sorry, Layla. 
 
    The heat built up for what felt like hours. The explosion was so bright that he couldn’t see anything. He wondered when everything would go black. He expected something to change when it stopped. The heat was gone, and the smoke was blowing out of the hole the missile made. 
 
    Standing in front of him was Avril, her hands stretched out fully. She was breathing heavily and drenched in sweat. Somehow, she’d diverted the explosion. He couldn’t believe what just happened. With only seconds to act, she’d somehow redirected the explosion to miss not only her but him as well. He didn’t even know it was possible to do that. While he could do that with fire and some other objects, he couldn’t do what she just did. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Blade asked in awe. His respect for her grew tenfold. She was going to be an asset once they got her off Damura. 
 
    Avril lowered her arms, taking a knee as she regained her breath. “As I said before, my blindness allows me to use magic precisely in ways that you cannot. It allows me to do what you can’t because you can’t see what I can.” She said this as if redirecting a missile explosion was no big deal. “I recommend you let the others know we’re okay.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Blade said, fumbling to pull his commlink out. “This is Blade. We’re fine, thanks to Avril.”  
 
    “Ho—?” Travis started. “Never mind. Get down here ASAP. Reinforcements are arriving from the forest.”  
 
    “Get the prisoners situated,” Avril said over her commlink. “All of them have been released, and we need to get out of here before we’re surrounded.” 
 
    “How long until you can move?” Blade asked. 
 
    “I’m fine now. Just needed a moment. Let’s get down there,” Avril said. 
 
    They started running down the stairs. Blade could hear the engines outside. This wasn’t good. There had to be transports with those Ascors. Still, he couldn’t help but be impressed with Avril. She could teach them things that nobody else could. She was going to be very useful in teaching other magic users to do things they didn’t know was possible. 
 
    Their boots pounded on the pavement as they ran as fast as possible down the stairs. The walls were a blur, and it didn’t take long to get halfway down. Blade was growing more concerned about the situation. The Prazore were responding faster than he thought possible. Were they anticipating a prison break? Was this another trap they’d walked into? 
 
    Once they reached the bottom, Blade could tell something was wrong. There was a concerned look on Travis’s face and Blade sensed fear from the other soldiers. “What happened?” he asked, almost not wanting to know. 
 
    “Transports arrived a couple of minutes ago,” Travis said. 
 
    “How many?” Avril asked. 
 
    “We’ve seen at least six, although we think there are more. We’re completely surrounded. Not only are there a lot of transports, but Ascors are flying close by. If we try to run through the field, we’ll be slaughtered,” Travis said. 
 
    “The weather should be providing us cover, right?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Probably not,” Travis said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Prazore have a way to detect us. Probably our body heat or something. They’ll know where to shoot—I guarantee it.” 
 
    The Ascors were the Prazore’s assault ships. They were strong and fast. The shields were strong, which didn’t seem to affect their speed while allowing them to perform advanced maneuvers that most Alliance ships could not. 
 
    “Our priority should be those Ascors. We can climb up the walls, use our magic to redirect any missiles, or use RPGs to take them out,” Kurvara suggested. 
 
    “My, my, I have to say, I’m impressed,” Avril said. “I didn’t think any of you could come up with a decent plan. Problem is, we don’t have any RPGs, so we’ll have to use magic. I think two others along with me should be enough.”  
 
    “Blade and I will go, then,” Kane said. 
 
    “Hey!” Kurvara said, annoyed. “This is my plan, and I—” 
 
    “Too late. We need our strongest magic users,” Avril said, cutting her off. “Get the prisoners armed and find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Be careful!” Layla called out, watching as the three ran out.  
 
    Blade ran up the stairs, already irritated, as he just got done running down another set! He wondered how they were going to get out of this mess. The plan hadn’t considered that there would be reinforcements from the forest. There were no Prazore bases nearby, at least according to Avril. Even with transports, it should have taken them longer. How did they get here so fast? 
 
    “No point in pondering that now,” Avril said as if she had read his mind. “We’ll need to work together to get out of this mess.” 
 
    “You read my mind?” Blade asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer the question. Light blinded Blade for a moment as he ran outside. The situation was far worse than he’d thought. 
 
    Only three Ascors flew overhead. Though they were a problem, the trouble was on the ground. Travis hadn’t lied when he said they were surrounded. Transports were landing and taking off. There had to be at least two hundred warriors. 
 
    Kane broke the silence. “We’re in a lot of trouble,” he said, not even trying to hide his concern. 
 
    That worried Blade. Normally, Kane would have some sort of plan or would think of a way out. He rarely seemed concerned. This was different, and now he knew they would need more than a miracle to get out of here alive. 
 
    “Heads up!” Avril said, pointing at one of the Ascors headed their way. It fired energy blasts at them. None hit their targets, but they caused lots of rocks, dust, and powdery snow to fling into the air. 
 
    The Ascors swung around to take another run. Two fired missiles at them. Kane realized the Ascors weren’t trying to hit them. Instead, they were moving his group to a specific spot where they’d hit them with missiles. 
 
    “You two, redirect the missile on the right. I’ve got the one on the left,” Avril said as she extended both of her hands. 
 
    Blade and Kane both reached out toward the missile. “Aim it to the right,” Kane said. 
 
    Blade didn’t respond as he focused on moving the missile in the right direction. It was like trying to lift a heavy weight, except if he messed up, the missile could kill them all. After a few precious seconds of struggling, the missile turned. 
 
    That was when Blade saw why Kane wanted him to aim it to the right. Blade fired, striking the first Ascor as it turned around. The explosion blinded him temporarily. Avril, not bothered in the slightest, continued with her missile. 
 
    After pieces of the Ascor fell to the ground, the last two circled around. Instead of firing just one missile each, the Ascors shot two each. Four missiles were now headed toward the three of them. 
 
    “Focus with me. We can stop all four in mid-air!” Avril said, pushing her arms out again. Her missile detonated in the forest. 
 
    Blade and Kane focused with all they had, feeling the strain as they used everything they had to stop all four missiles in their tracks. 
 
    This might be too much, Blade thought, his arms trembling from the pressure. Stopping one was hard enough, but four? Either way, their lives depended on it. He saw the missiles still coming, although not as fast as before. “C’mon,” he muttered, feeling the rest of his body tremble. If the missiles didn’t stop soon, magic exhaustion might take over. 
 
    After a few more seconds of struggling, the missiles stopped moving. Blade couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. The pressure he was feeling faded as they had full control. 
 
    “I say we aim two of these at the transports,” Kane said breathlessly. 
 
    “We’ll do all four. We won’t hit those Ascors now,” Avril said. 
 
    “But—” Kane said before he saw the two ships heading back toward them. He didn’t say anything and directed one of the missiles toward a transport.  
 
    Avril pointed two of the missiles toward the most populated area, where dozens of warriors were gathered. Kane aimed at the same area while Blade directed the last one at the transports landing to the right side of the forest. 
 
    The ground shook as all four missiles hit their targets. One of the missiles blew one of the transports in half, which took out another transport close by. There were screams of pain and death, which were drowned out almost immediately by the explosions. 
 
    The sight was beautiful. Blade had never seen something so amazing. They must have killed at least forty or so warriors. “You get what you deserve,” Blade said with a grin. 
 
    “Looks like their air support is leaving,” Avril said. 
 
    “Good. We couldn’t cross with them there. Maybe we have a chance now,” Kane said. 
 
    “We have trouble down here,” Layla said through their commlinks. 
 
    “What now?” Avril asked. 
 
    There were sounds of shooting in the background, giving away what the problem was. After twenty or so seconds, Travis responded. “Warriors are coming through the wall that we blew open. We’re under heavy fire! Not sure how much longer we can hold them off.” 
 
    Kane and Blade exchanged looks. This mission was getting worse by the minute. 
 
    “We’re on our way down. Hold off for a minute and we’ll get out of here. Do you have the prisoners secure?” Avril asked. 
 
    “Yes, hurry up,” Travis said. 
 
    Before they started running back down the stairs, Kane stopped moving, his jaw dropping. “I don’t see how we’re making it out of here,” he said in a defeated voice as he saw twelve more transports arrive. All landed in spots where the missiles had hit. 
 
    “Remain focused. This is not the time to give into emotion,” Avril said, pushing Kane forward. 
 
    Blade followed along as Avril took the lead. He decided it was time to talk to Kane. “I’ve never seen you so defeated before. What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re surrounded and trapped in this prison. The Prazore had a trap planned for a prison break, knowing that Avril would try eventually. I don’t see how we get out of this without being killed or as prisoners,” Kane said. 
 
    “We’ll get out of this. Just watch,” Blade said. He had to believe that was true, or else this mission was another loss, another victory for the Prazore. He refused to let those bastards win another one. It was their turn. 
 
    “Cut the chatter. We’re about to run into a fight,” Avril said. 
 
    She wasn’t kidding about the firefight. They ran into the room. Inside raged a full-on battle. There were warriors everywhere. Resistance and Alliance personnel were all stuck in a corner, outnumbered and outgunned.  
 
    Blade ran forward, catching a warrior by surprise as he slashed his throat. He was about to attack another when he realized just how tired he was. He almost fell over as the exhaustion hit him. The magic… It’s taking its toll on my body. He noticed that Avril did not seem to be having the same problem. What was her secret?               
 
    He looked over at Kane, who was having the same problem. This wasn’t looking good. Blade went to move forward when a warrior rounded the corner, swinging his staff at his head. 
 
    Blade dodged the staff, then felt a fist collide with his cheek as the warrior’s fist dug deep into his face. He hit the ground hard, dazing him momentarily. The warrior towered over him, then stopped moving as a sword protruded from his chest. 
 
    Layla yanked her sword out of the warrior’s back and grabbed Blade by the arm. “Get up!” she said, pulling him up. “Are you injured?” she asked, eying him over. 
 
    “No. Just tired. I did more magic than I should have,” Blade admitted. 
 
    “Stay behind me, then. We need to get out of here,” she said, blocking a warrior’s staff, then countering by splitting the warrior’s head open. 
 
    “Form up on me!” Travis yelled as loud as he could. His gun was blazing as he ran forward. He was low on ammo. Although that’s most of us, he thought. 
 
    All the survivors moved to join him, along with prisoners who’d grabbed weapons and joined the fight. There was no winning this battle. Every second gave the Prazore more time to secure the area and more time for more reinforcements to arrive. 
 
    “This way!” Travis said, ducking behind a pillar as a barrage of gunfire headed his way.  
 
    “I hate to say it, but we’re trapped!” Terminus said. He was covered in blood, all of it from the warriors he slew.  
 
    An explosion went off, causing them all to duck. More Prazore ran into the room. The explosion took out three more soldiers. All lay on the ground, motionless. 
 
    Avril arrived next to them. “This is your fault for not adapting fast enough!” she said to Travis. “Now we only have one option!” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What’s that?” Travis asked. 
 
    “We make a break for the forest as one group,” she said. 
 
    A look of grim realization came to Travis’s face. “I have a better idea. Are the warriors from the forest almost here?” 
 
    “Yes, they’ll be here any minute now,” Avril said. 
 
    Travis nodded, as if agreeing with something that no one said. “We need to take over a hallway and wait for as many warriors to crowd that hallway as possible.” He couldn’t help but show a bit of hesitation as he spoke. 
 
    “We’d be trapped,” Kane said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “We will,” Travis agreed, not elaborating. 
 
    A group of warriors interrupted their conversation as they attacked. Terminus stepped forward, blocking a couple of attacks, then blasted a warrior away with magic. 
 
    Travis aimed his rifle at the nearest warrior and pressed the trigger. His gun clicked. “Shit!” he said as the warrior smiled and attacked. 
 
    The warrior swung his staff diagonally, aiming to kill Travis with one swift strike. Instead of his body being split open, the clang of metal on metal rang out across the room as Travis intercepted the staff with his metal arm, holding it firmly in place. 
 
    “My arm is made from the same metal as those swords,” Travis said. The warrior gasped in surprise and couldn’t pull his staff out of Travis’s grasp. Travis used that momentum to yank the staff from the warrior’s hand. Then he dropped it and punched the warrior as hard as he could with his metal arm. 
 
    A gross snap sounded off as the neck broke, killing the warrior. It had been a long time since Travis had done close-quarters combat like that, but he still knew how to do it. It was one of many reasons he kept his metal arm; it had saved his life many times over the years.  
 
    All prisoners and soldiers huddled in one side of the room. A closed-off entrance led to another hallway. This hallway was a one-way dead-end into the prison cells, which would give them a tactical advantage, but they would be trapped. 
 
    “I’m out of ammo!” a soldier yelled. 
 
    “Same!” another called out. 
 
    “Take this. It’s my last magazine,” someone else said, throwing a spare magazine. 
 
    “Whatever plan you have, well, you better get moving on it,” Terminus said. 
 
    A few warriors tried to charge through the defense, and all died from gunfire. Blade was glad the warriors were still charging stupidly; he didn’t think that advantage would last long once they adapted to these new bullets.  
 
    “Do you have a plan or not?” Avril asked. 
 
    There wasn’t a response. “You’ve doomed us all, then,” Avril said, able to see all the warriors pouring into the facility.  
 
    Travis took out his pistol and fired it at another warrior headed their way. His pistol clicked as it too ran out of ammo. He turned to Avril. “No. I believe I know how to get us out of this situation,” he said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    A rock came loose, toppling from above and almost causing Jorak to fall as he barely avoided it. He let out a breath of relief. The location of the meeting was near here. If this was a trap, there might not be much his snipers could do to defend him. 
 
    This canyon was enormous. There were a number of caves littering the area, making it easy to set up an ambush. All it would take was a quick peek from a cave, and nobody would see where the attack came from. 
 
    Jorak looked up the cliff he was climbing down. It had been a seventy-foot climb down or so. That was where the two snipers were located as they covered his descent. It was as good a spot as any to provide support if something went down. If it came down to a firefight, the snipers would be his best chance of escaping alive. 
 
    Accompanying him down were Simmons and Rhahone, both of whom retired from the military years ago. Simmons had easily cracked the code sent from their mystery contact. Rhahone had only served for seven years before leaving. He’d been part of the marines and had seen plenty of combat in his time. 
 
    “Radio check,” Jorak said. While all commlinks had been tested, he wanted to make sure they weren’t being jammed. 
 
    “Hear you loud and clear,” Korna said. 
 
    “We’re in position,” Eveline said. 
 
    Rhahone and Simmons both responded. So far, none of them saw their contacts, who should be arriving within the next ten minutes. 
 
    “How likely do you think this is a trap?” Rhahone asked. 
 
    “Not likely,” Simmons said. “That code was very old, even for Alliance standards. There is no way anyone would use that for a trap.”  
 
    A heavy gust of wind blew dust into the air, causing them all to cover their eyes. Other than the wind, though, it was extremely quiet. Jorak didn’t like it one bit. He trusted Simmons’s judgment yet couldn’t help but wonder if he had just thrown their lives away. 
 
    “We’ve got movement. Two o’clock. A dozen people headed your way,” Korna said over the commlink. 
 
    Jorak turned in that direction, seeing the same thing. He couldn’t tell who it was from this distance. “Can you verify an Alliance insignia anywhere?” he asked. 
 
    There was a brief pause as the snipers checked. It didn’t take long for them to verify. “There is an Alliance insignia. Most appear to be human, with their leader being a Yardakin.” 
 
    That was good news. Yardakins were very intelligent. They could memorize information after seeing it just once and were very good at strategy. Jorak’s bad feeling seemed to have just been paranoia.  
 
    “I’ll do most of the talking,” Jorak said as he started walking toward the group. 
 
    The Yardakin and his men finally got close enough to talk. Before Jorak could speak, someone from the group spoke first. “Where are the rest of your men?” the man asked. 
 
    “Easy, Vorch,” the Yardakin said. “They had to prepare for a potential trap. I know there are snipers somewhere watching us.” 
 
    Jorak maintained a neutral expression but was surprised to hear the Yardakin was a general, as he saw from the insignia on the alien’s vest. He did not expect a general to personally meet them, especially this far into enemy territory.  
 
    He reached out his hand. “I’m Jorak, Sentinel of the Orlion Academy.”  
 
    “I’m General Vanderun,” the Yardakin said. 
 
    “I’m surprised a general would come down here personally. How can the Alliance spare a general this far in enemy territory?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “How long have you been stuck here?” Vanderun asked, ignoring the question. 
 
    “Since the battle for Hucara.” 
 
    “Are you aware of the situation?” 
 
    “No, we don’t have a way to keep up. Is it bad?” Jorak asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Vanderun said. “I volunteered to look for resistance groups on planets. There are a couple that have been reported to be giving the Prazore a difficult time. This is actually the last planet on my list before I head back to Alliance territory, although that is going to be difficult.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Simmons asked. 
 
    “During my last mission, we were spotted. I can’t warp space back into Alliance territory, as the Prazore fleet has us cornered. Any jump that could lead us into our territory is being watched with warp stoppers, a new technology that has been used against us for the past four months or so,” Vanderun said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t rescuing us cost you precious time to get out of here?” Jorak asked. 
 
    “No. We’ve remained undetected in this area. The only thing we know for sure is that our general location has been compromised. That does bring up my proposition, along with a warning,” Vanderun said. 
 
    “What would that be?” Rhahone asked. 
 
    “I would like to take you and your men along.”  
 
    “But…” Jorak said, knowing there was a catch somewhere. 
 
    “But,” Vanderun echoed, “there is a good chance you’ll be stuck on our warship for quite some time. I’m not sure how long it will be before we can get back into Alliance territory safely. We have enough resources to last us at least a year.” 
 
    That didn’t bother Jorak at all. He’d rather be stuck on a ship that could get him back into the war than remain stuck on Hucara. They were already struggling to survive, and there was no chance Hucara would be liberated without an Alliance attack. 
 
    “I’ll let my group know the proposition. I can already tell you that I will be going with you. I have no intention of staying on this planet any longer than I have to,” Jorak said.  
 
    “I don’t see anyone wanting to stay behind,” Simmons said. “I know I won’t.”  
 
    “Me either. I want to help rid the galaxy of these bastards,” Rhahone said. 
 
    “I figured as much. There may be some that choose to stay. We’ll see,” Jorak said. 
 
    “I’m happy to hear it. I don’t want to rush you, but I fear we can only stay here for twenty-four hours. Any longer and we’ll be discovered,” Vanderun said. 
 
    Jorak put a hand to his face. It wasn’t a lot of time, yet there wasn’t that much to pack, either. The hardest part would be telling everyone to leave within twenty-four hours. “We’ll make it work. What’s your plan once we leave?” 
 
    “We’ll be jumping farther into Prazore territory. We don’t have a choice. There are a couple of areas in the outer edge that might allow us to escape back into Alliance territory.”  
 
    “Understood. I’ll head back to my camp, talk to my people, and give you our location once we’re ready,” Jorak said. 
 
    “Use this commlink to reach out,” Vanderun said, handing a commlink over. “It’s more secure. If I don’t hear back within twenty-four hours, we’ll be forced to leave without you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The announcement did not go as smoothly as Jorak thought it would. Once he returned to camp, he called a meeting. He told everybody what was going to happen. He knew some would object to leaving, but he did not anticipate that a quarter of the group would fight it. 
 
    “What do you mean you’re leaving?” 
 
    “This is our home. I ain’t leaving!” 
 
    More people shouted out in protest. It was going to make this whole situation harder than it should be. There was no way this group could have stayed alive so long without him. Still, he wasn’t going to stay, nor could he force them to come. 
 
    “Quiet down! Let’s talk about this,” Rhahone yelled. He eventually sat back down, shaking his head as the noise only grew louder. 
 
    “This is not going very well,” Rhahone said to Jorak. 
 
    “I know,” Jorak said, clenching his fist. 
 
    “Are you really going to leave us?” someone shouted out. 
 
    “Everyone, be quiet!” Jorak used magic to increase the volume in his voice. It echoed loudly, finally bringing the silence he desired so they could speak like adults.  
 
    Jorak looked over them all. His best course of action would be to explain his decision and why. He wouldn’t be responsible for anyone who stayed behind. “The situation is far worse than I or anyone here expected. The Alliance is being pushed back, with Hucara being the furthest thing from their minds. The past six months have been constant defeat, losing more and more ground to these invaders. If the Alliance ever made it to Hucara, it would mean the war is over.”  
 
    He sensed surprise in most of the audience. Next time I should lead with that, Jorak thought, satisfied that he had solved the problem. More than he wanted would stay—he sensed that—but it was better than a quarter of this group. 
 
    Someone from the audience broke the brief silence. “I don’t care. I will stay and fight. You can go back to your Alliance, to your home, but I will continue fighting.”  
 
    There were some murmurs of agreement. Luckily, it was nowhere nearly as bad. He wished there was a way to convince them to go, but it would be pointless. Whatever decision these people made, it would be their own. 
 
    “Look, I am not going to try and force any of you to come with us. You’re all adults and can make your own decisions. Just know that you will most likely be captured or killed. I would rather have you fighting alongside us than sacrificing yourselves,” Jorak said. 
 
    “Then go!” the man, Kaldar, said with anger. “Anyone who will stay should follow me. We’ll need to leave camp in the morning in case we’ve been compromised.”  
 
    Kaldar walked away, but only a few followed him. Jorak could feel anger and disappointment exuding from him. There was no point in talking to him; he could tell there would be no convincing him or anyone who agreed. He watched a small group of people follow, knowing that most would be captured at best. 
 
    “Does anyone else have concerns before I call General Vanderun and get us out of here?” Jorak asked. 
 
    The silence was all the answer he needed. “Good. We’ll be leaving in three hours, then. Pack everything you need and nothing more. Meet back here then,” Jorak said. He took out the commlink.  
 
    “This is Jorak from Hucara. Anyone read me?”  
 
    There was silence for ten seconds before a response came. “I read you loud and clear. I take it you’ve made your decision?” Vanderun said. 
 
    A personal line to the general? What an interesting Yardakin, Jorak thought. He could tell this general liked to do his own tasks personally. “Yes. I’m sending you the coordinates now. Would three hours work?” 
 
    “It does. We’ll see you then.” 
 
    The line went dead as the communication ended. Jorak watched the sky. For the first time in a long time, he felt excited. Finally, he was getting off this planet and back into the war. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vorka walked the hallway with Shiviath, passing through the first door. He was off to see Supreme Leader Valin. Valin was in a secure room with a dozen guards at all times. This was one of the few instances that his warriors didn’t play their usual mind games with prisoners. Valin was far too valuable for even a remote chance of escape, even if it was nearly impossible. 
 
    Shiviath appeared relaxed, not concerned in the slightest with this visit. Vorka was surprised that Shiviath had wanted him along to speak with Valin. He expected Shiviath to speak to Valin alone, at least at first. 
 
    They arrived at the final doors. There were two guards at each side. The other guards were spread out, securing all nearby doors and hallways. The guards saluted them as they walked past, into the room where Valin was sitting at his table. 
 
    Valin’s quarters were comfortable. It had food made from this side of the galaxy, a decent bed, and enough room to walk. It was still a prison, something nobody enjoyed being in. 
 
    Valin eyed them both as they walked in. He showed no signs of fear or really any emotion at all. He had been waiting for this moment since his capture. The only thing that surprised him was how long it took. 
 
    Neither Vorka nor Shiviath took a seat. “I take it you’ve been treated well?” Shiviath asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Valin said. “I’m surprised it took you this long to meet with me.”  
 
    “We’re at war. I’ve had other things to deal with,” Shiviath said. “I am supreme overlord of the Prazore, Shiviath. This is our Warlord, Vorka.”  
 
    “I know who Vorka is,” Valin said. “But to meet the one who started this war… Should I be flattered?” 
 
    “It is only natural for a leader to concede to another,” Shiviath said. 
 
    That got a smile from Valin. “What makes you think I’m going to surrender?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll make this simple,” Shiviath said unfazed by the response. “You can end this bloodshed, become part of the mighty Prazore, and have a peaceful galaxy. We will crush the Yevonions and unite the galaxy. There will be nothing that can threaten our power, bringing us peace forever.” 
 
    “Even if I wanted to surrender, I couldn’t. We have laws that would prevent that from happening. You can torture me all you want, but the Alliance will never surrender,” Valin said. “I do have to ask…” He scratched his head before continuing. “How did you get aboard that space station unseen? I know someone told you about the meeting. That was to be expected. However, we checked everything and there was no sign of any tampering at all,” Valin asked. 
 
    “This is information we cannot tell you,” Vorka said. 
 
    “Even to me? I can’t escape,” Valin said. 
 
    “True. Yet if you were somehow rescued, it would jeopardize our plan,” Vorka said. 
 
    “So be it,” Valin said with annoyance. “At least answer this. You killed the chancellor. What makes you think the Empire will ever join you?” 
 
    Shiviath and Vorka shot each other a brief glance, as if sharing some secret. “The Empire will not be a problem, of that I assure you,” Shiviath said. 
 
    What have they done? Valin thought. Did they take over the Empire? Or was the assassination of the chancellor intended to get the Empire involved? Or would that somehow dissuade them from joining this war? It did not bode well that Shiviath and Vorka appeared to have no concerns about the Empire. The chancellor’s death was planned. 
 
    Then another thought occurred. What if the successor to Chancellor Mikl was behind it? Before the explosion, it had seemed like Yulara noticed something. She was yelling and looking at someone right before the explosion went off. Had she noticed a traitor? The thought sent a chill down his spine. 
 
    If that last thought rang true and the Empire joined the Prazore, well, the odds of victory dropped even further than they were now. It was best not to think about it, especially since he had bigger concerns right now. 
 
    “So you were saying that even if you wanted, you couldn’t surrender since you’re our captive, correct?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Valin said. 
 
    “What if you agreed to terms here and we let you go?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t matter. If I was released and tried to surrender, I would be removed from office, as I would be compromised. I wouldn’t do it even if I could,” Valin said. 
 
    “I urge you to think of a way,” Vorka said and was about to say more before Shiviath cut him off. 
 
    “If you don’t, your military is about to be crippled,” Shiviath said. 
 
    It had to be a trick. There was no way any Prazore had infiltrated the military. It would take more than a single trap to cripple the Alliance. It had to be a bluff. 
 
    “Let me ask this differently,” Shiviath began. “What would it take to negotiate a surrender? What would be your terms?” 
 
    “You’d have to give back all planets you took, pull back all troops, and return our prisoners. Then we’d negotiate terms,” Valin said, knowing there was no way this would ever happen. 
 
    A booming laugh escaped Shiviath’s mouth. “That would undo everything we’re trying to accomplish,” he said. “You do realize the position your government is in, right?” 
 
    Even Vorka couldn’t stop himself from laughing. The terms were absurd, especially since the Alliance was suffering defeat, one after another. 
 
    Valin kept a neutral expression, letting the two Prazore enjoy his words. He ignored the question. There were more pressing things to ask. “What is your goal? You’ve attacked us without provocation, so power is all I can think of.”  
 
    “For you to truly understand our goals, you’ll need a brief history lesson,” Vorka said. 
 
    “I do have a meeting coming up…” Valin joked.  
 
    Vorka ignored the sarcasm and began. “On our side of the galaxy, a long time ago, we were at war with another nation. This nation was called Karnvarian, a powerful nation that came out of nowhere, except they pretended to be our allies. There were no signs of tension or betrayal, but in secret, Karnvarian was creating an army. On our side there were two major powers: us and them. There were none who could pose a threat to us. One day, our ally attacked us. We later learned that the Karnvarians were a very egotistical species, much like your Yevonions. They didn’t like anyone outside of their species and wanted to eradicate everyone else.” 
 
    Valin saw where this was going. This explained why the Prazore attacked without warning and there were similarities with how the war was going with the Alliance. 
 
    “Their goal was utter annihilation. There were no prisoners taken and we were getting pushed back, having to react to this strong army that came out of nowhere. It wasn’t until we learned of a weapon designed to eliminate all Prazore that we truly realized how dire our situation was.” A small smile started curling on Vorka’s lips as he kept going. “Our warlord at the time, Zekraton, brought us victory with a risky attack on the heart of Karnvarian. He was able to kill the leaders, bringing chaos that allowed us to regain control. It took seventy-one years before the war ended.” 
 
    “And that is why you want to unite this galaxy under your leadership?” Valin asked. While little was known about these aliens, it was known from the beginning that their goal was unification. Now he knew the motive that started this crusade. 
 
    “Yes,” Vorka answered. “This war was over five hundred years ago. Shortly afterward, we conquered our side of the galaxy to prevent such a thing from happening ever again. Every century there is a small rebellion, but it never lasts long, as we crush it. If our enemies had all the other nations united before we conquered them, well, it could be a very different story.” 
 
    Five hundred years?! Valin thought, not able to hide the surprise from his face. “What made you wait so long to attack us, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Two things made us realize there were strong forces over here. One of our ships accidentally landed in Yevonion territory. Our scout ship was destroyed, killing everyone on board. Not only were they not expecting it, but we didn’t know any of your languages, which made communication impossible. Then the Yevonions sent a scout in the direction that ours came from,” Vorka said. 
 
    “So if your scout ship hadn’t accidentally warp spaced into Yevonion territory, you’d never have attacked us?” Valin asked, silently cursing and knowing that this could have been prevented if there had been peaceful contact, not violent. 
 
    “How could we? We had no idea there were other nations out there. We suspected it but had never been able to find any,” Vorka said. “Even if it had been another thousand years, we’d have eventually discovered you and conquered you then.”  
 
    “Am I right to assume that this war changed your species?” Valin asked. 
 
    “Yes. We used to be weak, peaceful, like you. Now we know that war and fighting is an easier way than trying to speak words that go nowhere,” Vorka said. 
 
    Valin had to try and get the Prazore to see the error in their ways. Maybe he could stop this war and bring them all together. “We can join forces without bloodshed. There is no need for you to conquer us. We’re peaceful and only want what is best for everyone. We can work this out and prevent future conflicts!” he said. 
 
    “This is not how it works,” Shiviath said. “You won’t change our minds. We are going to rule this galaxy with or without your assistance. You should think this through. Only you can prevent further bloodshed.” 
 
    It was the conviction in Shiviath’s voice that brought Valin back to reality. That split-second thinking of changing their minds was over. That war had changed the Prazore—at least he assumed it did, based on the story Vorka had told. Strength was all these aliens knew. It confirmed a suspicion he had: that their leadership seemed to rely on physical strength and intelligence.  
 
    “Then you doom yourselves,” Valin said. He wasn’t sure what came over him, but he continued. “You doom yourself, and it’ll be over before you realize it. Once you’re defeated, you won’t be in any position to rule ever again. Not only will you fail to conquer us, but we will free the people on your side as well. You’ve been warned,” Valin said. 
 
    “You aren’t the first or the last to threaten us,” Shiviath said, unfazed by Valin’s words. “I was hoping we could come to terms. I see that is impossible, at least for now. We’ll talk again later.” 
 
    Shiviath motioned for Vorka to leave the room. The silence built between them as they walked, something Vorka didn’t want to break. He knew that Valin was stubborn, but to threaten them? Anger drove those words, yet for some reason, they had a chilling effect. Vorka had been threatened many times in his life, and not once did he ever feel threatened. He wasn’t worried about it actually happening; it just meant this war was going to last longer than he’d wanted. Still, it would be worth the price. 
 
    “It’s time we move to the next stage of our plan,” Shiviath said. “You need to contact Damus and make sure he’s ready.” 
 
    “It shall be done, supreme one,” Vorka said. 
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    “What’s your plan?” Avril asked. 
 
    All of them were trapped. To buy time, Avril had collapsed the tunnel. They were safe for now, although it wouldn’t be long until the warriors broke through. Avril could still see them thanks to her magic vision. There were many waiting, as charges were set to blow the tunnel open. Shortly after the warriors broke in, the magic users would take charge, as ammo was extremely low. 
 
    “I know a technique that will give us a path. It is the technique that caused me to lose my arm,” Travis said, raising his metal arm. 
 
    “What technique is that?” Blade asked curiously. He was aware of dark magic techniques that maimed or even killed the user if they were too weak. He’d never seen one in action, though. 
 
    Travis looked at his arm, remembering how it happened. “The Purple Flame,” he said. 
 
    “The Purple Flame!?” Terminus gasped. “You’ve done that move and survived?”
“No way…” Kane said. 
 
    “How?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “On my planet, once we turn sixteen years old, we enter a forest. We have to hunt down a dangerous animal to prove that you can contribute to society. We learned how to use magic at a young age, and I was the best of my class,” Travis said. 
 
    “What planet is this?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Planet Novora,” Travis said. “Due to my skills, I was very cocky. Who isn’t at that age? I wanted to show how much better I was by doing something no one else had done: killing an Ekalsu.” 
 
    An Ekalsu? Kane thought, recognizing the name. Ekalsus were vicious beasts residing on a couple of planets. They had two thick, scaly legs, stood anywhere from eight to twelve feet tall, and had hands that were long and sharp with two-inch thick claws. The claws could slice through a human with ease. To make them even more dangerous, they had long snouts with long, sharp teeth. They could breathe out a painful gas that would severely cripple or kill a person who inhaled it. 
 
    “I found one. Or more it found me. I traveled deep into the forest when I was attacked. The first claw grazed my side while my magic attacks weren’t having any effect. So I did what I thought I was ready for: the Purple Flame.” 
 
    Avril had waited long enough. “What is this Purple Flame technique you speak of? I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s a dangerous technique that only a powerful magic user can do. If you attempt it and aren’t strong enough, you will die an excruciating death, as your body catches fire. However, if unleashed properly, the attack is said to be devastating. There are only fifty-one known cases of it being used, and each time it turned the tide of some battle,” Terminus said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Travis said. “When I used it, it unleashed a powerful flame, and as the name says, it was purple. It burned everything in front of me to a crisp. It completely disintegrated the Ekalsu without a single sign it had even existed. But the flames went up my arm. It was the most painful thing I had ever felt in my life. My arm started turning black and eventually blew into the wind, piece by piece. It was so painful I’m not sure how I didn’t faint—probably another side effect of the flame. It’s why I got a metal arm instead of a real one: to remind me of my arrogance.”  
 
    “This sounds like something we need, but it might kill you,” Blade said. 
 
    “He’s right. We need to think of another way,” Terminus said. 
 
    “No.” A look of determination came across Travis’s face. “There’s no time to debate this. It will work. Whether I survive or not is another story, but the attack will happen, and you’ll be able to escape,” he said. 
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice,” Layla said. She wasn’t happy to agree with Travis, but she knew he was right. “We don’t have the ammo or resources to fight this out. If Travis thinks he can do it, we must let him.” 
 
    “You better hurry, then. That wall isn’t going to last much longer,” Avril said. 
 
    Travis nodded. “Everyone!” he yelled. “I need you all to get behind me. Do not get in front of me for any reason!”  
 
    All Alliance personnel and resistance members moved back while Travis walked forward a couple of feet. He raised his right arm. Even though he knew it had to be done, he couldn’t help but feel nervous. He knew that he might feel that same excruciating pain he had before. It was a pain he’d never forget; nothing had ever come close to that pain. Can I do this with my remaining arm? What if I am too weak and die? He shook his head as he focused. He pushed those thoughts down. 
 
    An explosion went off, blasting some rubble out of the way. There was a small hole, but it wasn’t big enough for warriors to pile through. 
 
    It was time. Travis focused everything in his right hand. Like before, he could feel an intense heat building throughout his right arm. A few seconds later, a slight purple color started vibrating from his hand. Luckily, it took less than a minute to unleash this attack. 
 
    Another explosion went off. This time the hole was much bigger. Warriors were starting to pile through, though the smoke was making it hard to see. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He’d had enough time to unleash the attack. Travis flung his right arm forward, feeling the intense pressure as flames unleashed from his palm. The smoke that filled the room disappeared as the flames shot forward. It was bright purple, and the warriors couldn’t comprehend what was happening. Warrior bodies disintegrated as the purple flame passed through them. 
 
    The flame not only killed warriors, but also melted everything in its path. Wall, door, stone, or metal—it didn’t matter. The warriors screamed in pain before their bodies disintegrated seconds later. 
 
    Blade couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Watching the warriors turning to ash and hearing the screams was one thing, but the rubble, along with anything in front of the flame, was erased. He was a good fifteen or so feet from Travis, yet he could still feel the intense heat. It was painfully hot, like he was standing inches away from a hot fire.  
 
    “This is insane,” Kane said, covering his face with his arms. Not only was the flame a bright purple, but the temperature in the room was rising fast. 
 
    Terminus looked on in awe, not saying anything as he watched the flames evaporate everything in sight. Never before had he seen such a raw display of power. Now he understood why this technique could turn the tides of a battle and why so many failed to unleash it. Yet somehow Travis could, making Terminus respect this man far more than he had in the past. 
 
    The flames went up Travis’s arm, causing him to scream in pain. His right arm felt like it was on fire, and skin peeled apart slowly. While not as bad as during his first time, it was still excruciating. His knees slammed into the ground as his arm burned more and more. Another difference between this time and last time was that the flames stopped at his elbow. 
 
    Almost as soon as it had begun, the flames dissipated. Not a single warrior remained in front of them, and the walls no longer existed. The flames had also melted much of the snow outside for at least six hundred feet.  
 
    “Travis! Are you all right?” Terminus asked, running forward. 
 
    “Yeah…” Travis said as he gasped for air. It was hard to breathe. The air felt so thin and his body felt hot. He looked at his right arm, surprised to see it was still there. From the elbow down, he definitely had third-degree burns, but that could be healed.  
 
    “Looks like you didn’t lose your arm this time,” Blade said. 
 
    “No.” Travis grimaced as he tried moving his fingers. It was useless; his arm felt like it was on fire. “But I can’t move it now.”  
 
    Avril stepped forward, surprised to see something so powerful from a general of the Alliance. She didn’t know a non-academy magic user could produce something so strong. “We need to go. That attack gave us an opening, but it won’t be there for long.”  
 
    “She’s right. We’ve gotta go,” Kurvara echoed.  
 
    “Let’s move, then,” Travis said, getting up with Terminus’s support. 
 
    Prisoners, resistance, and Alliance all bolted across the open field. Running on solid ground, where the flames had melted the snow, was much easier. It didn’t take long before the ground had changed back to snow, slowing them all down. 
 
    “Are we really going to run back to camp?” Kane asked as he ran past a destroyed Prazore transport. While there were no Prazore on their tail for now, soon there would be. 
 
    “We don’t need to,” Avril said, running forward to take the lead. “There is a secret bunker with vehicles. Since we’ll be leaving this planet soon, there is no need to keep these hidden any longer.”  
 
    Kane let out a sigh of relief. He wasn’t sure that running all the way back to camp would have worked out. It wouldn’t take long for the Prazore to catch up. 
 
    “It’s up here,” Avril said and stopped. 
 
    “What is it?” Travis asked. 
 
    “We’ve got company!” she said, taking out her sword. 
 
    From behind came about twenty warriors. How did we not see or hear them? Kane thought as he pulled out his own sword. 
 
    Avril stepped forward as the warriors started shooting energy blasts at them. She blocked a few, but this wasn’t good. Almost all the soldiers had expended their ammo, so all they could do was watch and duck behind cover. Warriors sprayed the whole area with energy blasts. “Someone, get the vehicles! We don’t have time for this,” she said, blocking another one. 
 
    “I’m out of ammo!” a soldier said as he tried firing his gun. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Not good, Blade thought. Some soldiers were able to return fire, but most could not. A couple of warriors were shot down. One warrior got shot in the shoulder and stomach yet somehow managed to get back up and return fire. 
 
    “Blade, Layla, follow me. We need to flank them,” Kane said. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane flung his hands to the left, causing a huge white cloud of snow to cover them. There was no seeing through it, and the three ran into it. 
 
    The snow provided excellent cover, although Blade was worried the warriors would see it coming. Hopefully Avril could distract them long enough. 
 
    As they ran out of the cloud of snow, a few warriors turned, surprised to see Blade, Layla, and Avril charging them. The first warrior didn’t get a chance to react. A sword cut him from the lower hip to the upper right shoulder. The snow turned red around his bloodied body. 
 
    Blade jumped forward, plunging his sword into the chest of one, while Layla took the head off another. 
 
    Four of the warriors broke from their fight in the front and engaged Blade, Layla, and Avril. 
 
    A staff barely grazed Blade’s clothing, tearing a nice chunk of his warm coat and barely missing his flesh. This was the second time he’d gotten lucky with that. He countered with a strike to the head, which the warrior ducked. He flung backward as a fist collided with his stomach. He saw a staff coming his way when he realized he couldn’t move. The snow and his clothing were preventing him from rolling! 
 
    Blade watched as the staff came closer and closer, then whirled into the snow next to him. “I’ve got you,” Layla said, her hand stretched out. She’d sent a push to the staff, causing it to hit the snow next to him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Blade mumbled, getting up. 
 
    The warrior muttered something angrily and pulled out two Shiriiks. He flung one at Blade. Blade knew it would home onto their body heat, so he let out a blast of power from his hand, shattering the Shiriiks in mid-air. 
 
    “You’re mine,” Blade said, running forward. The warrior pulled out another Shiriik, holding it defensively.  
 
    Blade swung his sword as hard as he could, hitting air as the warrior dodged. Then the warrior upper-cut him on the chin. He felt his teeth clatter with the force. Before he could fall again, he grabbed the warrior’s other hand, preventing a Shiriik from plunging into his eye. He fell back, swinging his sword, feeling a warm splash of blood hit his face as the warrior’s hand flung into a snowbank. 
 
    With a swift motion, he finished the warrior by cutting deep into his side, almost splitting him in half. 
 
    Kane was having an easier time with his warrior. He traded blows, blocking each ferocious move before he found an opening. First, he cut the warrior’s arm, then leg, then stabbed his throat. 
 
    An explosion went off, killing a couple more warriors. Blade looked and saw that someone had thrown a grenade, which nailed the two warriors who’d turned to deal with the flank. 
 
    “We’re clear!” Kane said, panting as he looked at the bodies littering the floor. 
 
    “More warriors incoming!” Avril yelled, pointing in the direction she saw them. 
 
    “Really? Where did these ones come from?” Blade asked. His sword was feeling heavy. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could fight. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Layla said. “We’ve got our transports!”  
 
    “About time!” Kane said, running toward the incoming vehicles. 
 
    There wasn’t much time before the warriors would be on top of them.  
 
    “Get in!” one of the drivers said. 
 
    The back doors opened, and Kurvara yelled at them to hurry up. The vehicles were trucks designed to transport twenty people while traveling through snow. Blade jumped in first. Layla and Kane followed a second later. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Kurvara said, slamming the side of the truck with her hand. 
 
    The driver didn’t need any encouragement. He slammed the pedal, leaving a white cloud as the truck sped forward. Blade turned, watching as the warriors got farther and farther behind. This was a rare instance where he was glad the weather was getting worse, making it impossible for aircraft to assist the warriors chasing them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trucks stopped as they arrived at camp. The snowstorm had lightened up a little. Blade was freezing thanks to the cut to his coat. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could go on like this. 
 
    Layla shot him a concerned look. “You’re freezing. We need to find something to warm you up.” 
 
    “I’m f-fine,” Blade said, his teeth chattering. It didn’t help that he was shivering. He was too exhausted to use magic to heat himself up. 
 
    A soldier opened the door to get out, prompting a gust of wind to hit him and making him shiver even harder. He walked out with Layla. The first thing he noticed was that their group had nearly doubled in size thanks to the prisoners who’d escaped with them. Even with the losses, that was surprising. He’d expected to lose more than they gained. 
 
    “Hold on a second. I’ll get you a blanket,” Layla said. 
 
    “I t-told you I’m f-f-fine,” he said. 
 
    She ignored him and jogged toward the nearest tent. 
 
    Travis came out of his truck, his right arm bandaged. He couldn’t move it without feeling intense pain. The medics that took a look said it was beyond their ability to heal. Terminus looked over the wound. 
 
    “I think our magic healers should be able to fix you up,” Terminus said. 
 
    “I hope so. Not my biggest concern right now,” Travis said. He looked over at Avril. “We need to leave before we’re discovered. The Prazore probably have an idea of where we are by now.” 
 
    “I keep my promises. When your ships arrive, we’ll leave,” she said. 
 
    Travis let out a little chuckle. “That’s good, because they should be here within the hour.” 
 
    Thank you! Blade thought, overhearing the conversation. It wouldn’t be long before he could leave this godforsaken planet. That almost made him forget about the cold. Almost. 
 
    “Here you go!” Layla said, throwing a blanket over his head. 
 
    Blade was about to throw it off when Layla made a tsk-tsk noise with her mouth. “You’re keeping that on until we leave,” she said with such authority that he didn’t even bother arguing. He did stop shivering, though. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Did you get injured at all?”  
 
    “A few scratches and bruises, but nothing serious. For once, we made it out with minimal injuries. Weird huh?” Layla said. 
 
    “A little,” Blade said. He felt his body reacting to the warmth of the blanket. His teeth were no longer chattering. 
 
    Soon, the rumbling of engines headed straight toward them. A brief moment of panic flooded Blade as they arrived far faster than he expected. Luckily, it was just Alliance transports. It was finally time to leave. 
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    It was hard to believe it was over: his imprisonment, the need to escape and not having to worry about endangering his fellow prisoners. Mutieto was on a ship and had no idea where it was going. With all the chaos, he hadn’t had an opportunity to speak with anyone yet. 
 
    When his rescuer told him he was from the White Sanctum Academy, that came as a surprise. Just like the Orlion Academy, the White Sanctum practiced magic and used swords. There were some major differences, though. Everyone in the White Sanctum was Kronesian, a species that could change their bodies to blend into almost any environment. Their scales were a bit like armor, although not as strong. The other major difference was that the group did its own thing, staying out of major conflicts, politics, and anything that could compromise them. He had no idea if they’d ever done something to help resolve a major conflict. 
 
    There was no doubting the skill this group had, though; the escape had gone smoothly. It seemed that the Prazore had not expected a prison break, let alone transports that were sitting just outside the prison. It was a surreal feeling to be free again. Some of the other ex-prisoners were crying with happiness while others were worried about what was next. Not many knew about the White Sanctum, so it wasn’t surprising for there to be a concern. 
 
    Now that Mutieto knew just how badly the war was going, he knew he couldn’t take a break. Anyone that could fight was needed. Luckily, he was still in perfect health. While being a prisoner wasn’t fun, his captors did feed them enough, at least, so he didn’t really lose any weight.  
 
    There were a couple of White Sanctums in the room, making sure everyone had proper care, whether it was clothing, blankets, food, et cetera. Now that they were all situated, it was time to speak to the leader. 
 
    Mutieto got up and walked toward the nearest one. “I’m Mutieto, a Sentinel of the Orlion Academy. May I speak with your leader?” 
 
    “Yes. He would be happy to speak with someone from your academy,” the Kronesian said, motioning for him to follow. 
 
    That was easier than I expected, Mutieto thought. He figured it would have taken some arguing. Not like he was going to complain. It made things a lot easier for him. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Mutieto said. 
 
    There was no response. Not surprising, though. The species wasn’t known for small talk. This ship was very similar to Alliance capital ships. The only thing he did notice was that every member of this ship was a member of the White Sanctum. All had the same swords, white robes, and symbols, which looked like a green lizard in a kneeling position with a sword pointing downward.  
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Mutieto said. 
 
    From what Mutieto could tell, two Kronesians were guarding the leader, who sat in the middle of the room, looking at a map. Upon entering, the map turned off. 
 
    “Welcome aboard. How can I help you?” The Kronesian asked. 
 
    “I’m Mutieto, Sentinel of the Orlion Academy,” he said, reaching out his hand to shake. 
 
    “Ah, perfect. The man I want to speak with. I’m Vuzain, grand leader of the White Sanctum.” 
 
    “Why would you want to speak to someone from the Orlion Academy?” Mutieto asked, a little confused. 
 
    “Because we’re headed to Orlion now,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “What? Why?” Mutieto said, not expecting that answer. 
 
    “We want to work with you and the Alliance to fight against these alien invaders. I also have news that will be helpful, but I don’t have any contacts to give it to,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “What information do you have?” 
 
    “I take it you haven’t heard the news?” Vuzain asked. 
 
    Mutieto shook his head. “I don’t know much about what’s happened over the past six months, other than the fact we’re losing.” 
 
    “Recently, the Prazore interfered in a potential joining of forces between your Alliance and the Empire. Chancellor Mikl was killed, along with almost everybody else except for your supreme leader and Mikl’s second in command.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked, dumbfounded, hoping this was a sick joke. Valin captured? Mikl dead? What benefit could be gained by killing the chancellor? 
 
    “It gets worse, I’m afraid,” Vuzain said. He activated a hologram showing a picture of a man. “It seems this man is now the new chancellor. He worked with the Prazore to get Mikl killed.”  
 
    Mutieto didn’t recognize the man at all. Judging from his clothing, he was highly ranked within the Empire. “Who is he?” he asked. 
 
    “Damus Paruven. As stated earlier, he was second in command to Mikl. He is working with the Prazore to join forces to take out the Alliance and the Yevonions after.” 
 
    Now it made sense. If that happened, there would be no chance of victory, even with the Alliance and Yevonions working together, something that was as likely as the Prazore surrendering. “How do you know this?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “We’ve learned the enemy’s language. We’ve been studying them since Hucara. It took time, but we were able to fully translate their language. We intercepted a transmission about a group of prisoners that had some magic users. This is why we launched a rescue at your prison,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “That makes sense, but how do you know about this plot between Damus and the Prazore?” he asked suspiciously.  
 
    Vuzain reached into one of his drawers and took out a device. “We were able to attach this device to a few Prazore ships some time ago. After translating, one of them had communications between Damus and their warlord, Vorka.” 
 
    “That’s incredible. Are those devices still connected?” 
 
    “No. It may have fallen off or the devices were discovered and destroyed. Either way, we don’t receive any more communications,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “Damn,” Mutieto said. He had so many questions. He just didn’t want to waste a lot of time asking them. There were a few questions he was going to ask. He needed to know why the White Sanctum would join the war. 
 
    “You have questions,” Vuzain stated. 
 
    “I do,” Mutieto said, thinking about which one to ask first. “Suppose I’ll start with this. What made you join this conflict? Throughout history, not once have any of you assisted in major conflicts. Why now?”  
 
    “A lot has changed. In my three hundred years as leader, I have never seen such a threatening force as the Prazore. Even your wars with the Yevonions paled in comparison to this threat,” Vuzain said. “I know that if these invaders win, we will be hunted down like animals. From my observations, these aliens hate magic. They most likely plan on outlawing it if they gain control.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I did notice that. There was always a disgusted look on the warriors’ faces when talking about magic. I don’t know why I didn’t make that connection until now,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Something we’ve translated in our few fights between these warriors. I’ll be honest: our reasons are purely selfish. If our academy wasn’t at risk, we would not enter this war,” Vuzain said. 
 
    There we go. That makes sense now, Mutieto thought. It was all a selfish act that bothered him for some reason. He couldn’t place his finger on it now, but something about that was sending a shiver down his spine.  
 
    “Now I have a question for you,” Vuzain said, snapping Mutieto out of his thoughts. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I want your honest opinion,” Vuzain said, to which Mutieto nodded in response. “Let’s say the Empire joins your efforts. Do you think it would be enough to win?” 
 
    Good question. Mutieto had to think about it. The current situation was worse than he’d expected. Morale for the Alliance had to be at an all-time low due to Valin’s capture. If the Empire was to join, though, could they win? So far, the Prazore had had every advantage: better technology both in the air and ground along with being one step ahead. 
 
    “I don’t know if it would be enough. If the Yevonions joined as well, then I would say yes. Without them, it’s hard to say. From what I’ve gathered so far, the war has only gotten worse since Hucara, not better,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll find out, then. I have some preparations to make before we arrive at Orlion and have only ten hours to do so.”  
 
    “I understand. Thanks for your time,” Mutieto said. He wasn’t sure how he felt about this conversation. What would Vuzain have done had he said they stood no chance? For now, he was grateful for the assistance, but something was bothering him, and he wasn’t sure why. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dust flew in the wind as the engines roared and the ship thudded to the ground. After so long, Blade was back at Orlion—his home. The last time he’d been here was right before Hucara. 
 
    “I can’t believe how much I’ve missed this place,” Layla said, her red hair blowing in the wind as they walked down the ramp. Her eyes were closed, and she smiled as she breathed in the familiar scent. 
 
    “I know,” Blade said, knowing they’d be leaving soon. He stretched out his hand, viewing his palms and already itching to be fighting again. My bloodlust… He closed his fist. The only reason he was back here was due to Valin’s capture. Still, he couldn’t wait to be fighting again. Why could he not get rid of this feeling? 
 
    As his boots hit the dirt, he saw his father, Anorn. Anorn was not alone. With him were Lloyd and a few other masters. While there was happiness in Anorn’s eyes, Blade saw concern as well. He knew Layla must have been talking to him.  
 
    Kane and Kurvara followed right behind Blade and Layla. Kane was looking forward to some relaxation. He knew that wasn’t likely, though; they didn’t come back here for a vacation. 
 
    Once they’d escaped Damura, a communication was sent to them about the ambush between the Alliance and Empire. Valin was captured and Mikl was dead, but what pained Kane the most was hearing about Yulara. She had been one of the few teachers who taught him advanced magic. Kane had easily mastered the basics. She had taught him to prevent him from harming not only other people, but also himself. 
 
    “Hello, Father,” Blade said, giving his dad a hug.
“Welcome back. Glad to see you safe and sound,” Anorn said, breaking off the embrace. “After this meeting, I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Blade shot a knowing look at Layla, who responded with a sheepish grin. “Of course,” he said, trying his best to hide his irritation.  
 
    Layla didn’t enjoy going around Blade’s back, yet the situation demanded it. She saw how he was at Damura. Hopefully Anorn could bring Blade back to his senses. If he didn’t, this desire for vengeance could kill him. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” Anorn said, greeting Terminus, Kane, and Kurvara.  
 
    Avril descended the ramp last. “Here I was hoping to never set foot on this planet ever again,” she said, annoyed. 
 
    “I take it you were part of the resistance on Damura?” Lloyd asked her. 
 
    “My, aren’t you observant,” Avril said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    Lloyd didn’t take the bait. “You’ve got a sword. Are you part of an academy?” 
 
    “Nope, just my grandfather,” Avril said. 
 
    “We’ll have time for these questions later,” Anorn said before Lloyd could respond. “Thormatton arrived a bit before you, and we need to get this meeting underway.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Terminus said. “Do you want to stay behind?” he asked Avril. 
 
    “Not on your life.”  
 
    Terminus smiled. “Suit yourself.” He turned to Travis. “Do you want to get medical attention? I’m sure you’ll be filled in afterward.”  
 
    “No thanks. I can do it later. This meeting is far more important than getting my arm healed up,” Travis said. While he had used some basic healing skills on the wound, he still couldn’t move his arm much without it hurting like hell. He required more time with an experienced healer. 
 
    “All right. I would get it looked at sooner rather than later, but I won’t argue with you,” Terminus said. 
 
    Anorn and Lloyd led the group forward. This was an emergency meeting. If this meeting hadn’t been called, Blade, Kane, and the rest would not have come to Orlion. Supreme General Thormatton wanted to hold this emergency session on Orlion due to potential spies. Thormatton didn’t think there would be spies on Orlion. 
 
    Kane suspected the reason that all of them were invited to this meeting was to launch a rescue mission. He assumed that Valin’s location might have been found. All he knew for sure was that after this meeting, there would be a funeral for Yulara. 
 
    “Do you think Valin’s location has been found?” Kurvara asked. 
 
    “Maybe? I’m not sure what I believe,” Kane said. The more he thought about it, he was confident that was the purpose of this meeting. 
 
    “I know the answer to this one,” Blade said. 
 
    That caused Layla, Kane, and Kurvara to look at him, confused. “What do you mean?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Ah, to know something you all don’t,” Blade said with a grin. 
 
    “Stop dragging it out and tell us,” Layla demanded. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Blade said, his hands in the air in a form of surrender. “I spoke to some of the prisoners, and it seems some of them were able to translate some Prazore words. One of them overheard a couple of guards mention a planet and supreme leader of the Alliance.” 
 
    “You sure?” Kane asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes,” Blade said. 
 
    That seemed a little too easy. Why would a Prazore guard even mention Valin, let alone where he was being held? On second thought, why would the guards even know? Kane thought. Speaking about private matters in their own language was understandable—these warriors wouldn’t expect anyone to know their language—but why would they even be privy to this information? Was this another trap? There was no way they could have expected those prisoners to be rescued, so why bother? Or were these warriors really that careless?  
 
    These questions showed just how far ahead the Prazore thought. Had this been six months ago, he wouldn’t have even thought that deep about an answer like this, but these aliens planned everything out, step by step. It was why they were winning, catching them by surprise over and over again. 
 
    “Earth to Kane,” Kurvara said, tapping his shoulder. 
 
    Kane jumped a little. “Sorry. Just seems a little easy, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I do have my concerns, now that you mention it,” Layla said. 
 
    “Hopefully it’s just paranoia,” Kane said as the group arrived at the chamber doors. 
 
    “It’s hard not to be,” Travis said. “We’ve been read like books since the invasion began. Maybe this is something that will change that. Or not. We’ll find out soon enough.”  
 
    He opened the doors, revealing a gigantic chamber. Most of the Alliance council was there, while a few were there by hologram. General Thormatton sat right beside Imperator Thal, leader of the Orlion Academy. 
 
    A pang of sorrow hit Kane as he looked at Yulara’s empty seat. She was the first master to be killed in this war. It was a blow for not only the academy, but the Alliance as well. Her ability to sense future dangers had been invaluable, and now that was gone. 
 
    Thal stood up as the stragglers entered the room. “Welcome to this meeting. If you haven’t already, please take a seat,” he said, waving his arms at the open chairs. 
 
    Blade was seated on the side, along with Terminus, Kurvara, Kane, and Layla. Travis was next to Thormatton, while Anorn, Lloyd, and the rest of the masters took their respective seats across the table next to Thal. 
 
    Around thirty or so people attended the meeting: twelve masters, Supreme General Thormatton, Thal, and some generals and admirals, notably Travis and Nukan. 
 
    “It’s time we got this meeting started,” Thormatton said, pushing his chair back as he stood up. “We believe we’ve found Valin’s location. We’ve had multiple prisoners tell us and confirm what they’ve heard.” 
 
    Blade shot Kane a look that said I told you so. This meeting was about rescuing, not looking for Valin. 
 
    “From what we’ve been told, the planet he’s held on is Khaldrouth. Not only is Valin there, but Warlord Vorka appears to be as well. While this planet isn’t too far into Prazore territory, I don’t think a full-on assault is our best option. We may have evened the fighting on the ground, but they’re still superior in the air,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “As you are all aware, Khaldrouth is one of the more civilized planets in the outer edge. The defense system there is far superior to almost every other planet out there, which makes an attack of any kind more difficult,” Thal said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Thormatton said. “This planet was taken a little over three months ago. Our scouts have indicated it as a primary forward base of operations. Lots of warriors, ships, and resources going in and out. Another problem is, if we were to attack, there is a good chance we get flanked from a neighboring planet.”  
 
    Thormatton activated a map, showing the planet and surrounding areas. “As you can see, there is an asteroid field with a nebula. There is only one real attack path, which leaves us open to a flank. If we get flanked and can’t break out, it could be catastrophic.” 
 
    Kane analyzed the map. The supreme general was right: this planet would not be easy to attack. There were other ways to get on the planet without risking an all-out attack, though.  
 
    “Do we know how many warriors are on the planet? Is there a fleet there now?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Good questions,” Thormatton said. “Currently, there are only a couple of ships. Ground forces are unknown, as our scouts can’t get close enough to gather that information.” 
 
    “All right, I have an idea that wouldn’t risk our fleet,” Kane said. 
 
    “What would that be?” Thal asked. 
 
    Kane got up and walked to where the map was. He marked nearby areas with a circle. “If we place scout ships here, we can see if there are any Prazore ships that could or are going to flank, giving us time to get out. Instead of sending our whole fleet, we bring enough to take out the ships in orbit and land a few platoons of soldiers while we provide as many Sentinels as we can. If this is a trap, we can react by attacking their flank. If it comes to it, that should hopefully give us enough time to retreat.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. If we attack their flank, it would negate their forward shields if they planned on trapping us like that. The only problem is that we know our scouts in our meeting with the Empire couldn’t get word out that a Prazore fleet was on the way. We still aren’t sure how that was done,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “We require our scouts to have open comms. If we can’t hear anything or the signal drops for a certain amount of time, we assume it’s been compromised and assume a fleet is on its way,” Kane said. 
 
    “That could work…” Thormatton said, nodding to himself. “Yes, that is an excellent idea.”  
 
    “I don’t think we need to worry about those shields,” Terminus added. “Unless anyone has seen differently, those shields haven’t been used since Hucara. I suspect that is because of the weakness we discovered. Had we hit that weakness with everything we had, that would have destroyed a major portion of their fleet. I am betting those shields won’t be used until that weakness has been rectified.”  
 
    There was a slight murmur as people realized that Terminus was right. Nobody had realized that those forward shields hadn’t been used since. 
 
    “While true, we can never ignore the possibility. We don’t know enough about these aliens. For all we know, they could be waiting for an opportunity to use it. One of our major failures in this war is assuming we know something they don’t. Every time we’ve thought so, it’s turned out disastrous. We’ll plan as if those shields will be used,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “Even if the shields are used, all we need to do is have a group of bombers in flanking position. We know how many hits those generators take,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Agreed. I’ll add that to our attack plan,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “Does anyone know where on Khaldrouth Valin is?” Kane asked. 
 
    Thormatton and Thal exchanged quick looks, giving Kane his answer. That would mean the priority would be finding where Valin was located; otherwise, any plan they made could be futile if Valin was hidden in a forest, mountains, or directly on a ship. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Avril said, standing up. Everyone looked at her. Some threw her annoyed glances, which she ignored. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Thal asked. 
 
    “We have the majority of our force in a nearby system. A small group infiltrates Khaldrouth and rescues some prisoners. One of them will have the answer we need, making it much easier than trying to search a whole planet,” she said. 
 
    “That sounds risky,” the council member Vulcron said. 
 
    “There isn’t much of a choice. Sneaking onto the planet and finding out where Valin is will be impossible. We would have to send a small army, and even then, it may take too long, let alone the odds of discovery,” Avril fired back. “What other options do we have? A full military invasion isn’t going to work. The past has shown that.”  
 
    Thormatton had a neutral expression on his face, while some generals and admirals did not. Some looked very annoyed at this stranger giving advice.  
 
    “A setback when facing an unknown enemy, an enemy that was far more technologically advanced than we expected. We’ve made progress, something you’d know if you hadn’t been stuck on Damura,” Admiral Nukan said. 
 
    “You can make any excuse you want. The outcome is the same,” Avril said. 
 
    “Enough!” Thormatton said, stopping this argument before it could begin. Nukan’s mouth had opened and closed, along with that of another general, before Thormatton interfered. “While blunt, we can’t argue with it, either. We’ve already agreed we would lose in a major engagement. We need a distraction, something that can buy us time while we gather where Valin is and get him out of there.” 
 
    “I have something that might help us,” General Udala said. 
 
    “Go on,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “I’ve had some of my engineers work on jamming enemy transmissions. While untested, I am confident it will work. If we use those, it should provide us the extra time we need,” Udala said. 
 
    “We can’t risk everything on something that may or may not work!” Lloyd said. 
 
    “While I say untested, we have done a test on an Ascor, one we captured and studied. It did successfully jam it. I would be surprised if it didn’t work when we jam the whole planet,” Udala said. 
 
    “It can’t hurt to try it,” Thal said, shrugging.” I say we use it but not count on it, just in case.” 
 
    Thormatton tapped his fingers on his chair. He then nodded as if he agreed with something. “I agree. We’re going to dismiss this meeting for now. I believe we have a solid idea. A few of us will stay here to optimize our strategy. Agreed, Thal?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Thal said. “A lot of you haven’t had rest in a long time. Please enjoy the little rest you’ll have.” 
 
    Blade had to bite his tongue to stop himself from saying something he’d regret. He had been moments away from yelling something before he remembered that Layla and Anorn were worried enough about him as it was. An outburst like that would only cause more concern, so he decided to act like he didn’t care. “Let’s go, then,” Blade said, standing up with everyone else. 
 
    Thormatton waited a couple of minutes before walking over to Travis. “I want you to go to the healers immediately,” he commanded. 
 
    “I want to—” 
 
    “No,” Thormatton said, cutting Travis off. “Go to the healers. You’re not needed for this part of the planning. You’ll be informed once we’re done.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Travis said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane watched as all the masters on Orlion surrounded Yulara’s grave, her body resting peacefully in its casket. He had no idea how gruesome her death must have been. She was missing half an arm, and he’d found out she’d been stabbed multiple times. Her face had a few deep cuts. Seeing how such a great person was taken from them made him angry. 
 
    “She didn’t deserve this,” Blade said. He had fought with Yulara on Sarus during a mission to find her. She had shown how powerful she was. Hell, she had even saved him from those Kmers. That was one of the rare instances he saw a master at work. 
 
    “She didn’t. She envisioned danger, and even with all the preparations done, it wasn’t enough to save Valin or herself,” Kane said. Death was inevitable in war. Kane still couldn’t believe Yulara was the first master taken. He wouldn’t have guessed it. 
 
    “It just shows we aren’t invincible. Even a master is vulnerable in this war,” Layla said. She didn’t know Yulara much, not to the extent that Kane and Blade had, anyway. She could feel the anger resonating from Blade, along with sadness. Another loss for him. When would it stop? 
 
    “That’s been apparent since day one,” Kurvara said. She had experienced the death of her mentor on Verroc. “There’s got to be a way to stop them.”  
 
    “We’ll stop them,” Kane said. It was just a question of how many more lives would be lost in the process. 
 
    There was more than Yulara’s death. Beside her were the four other lives lost during the meeting between the Alliance and the Empire. Those were Clasara, Ulrich, Ortega, and Vaughan. They were treated with the same respect as Yulara. No one got a special grave or marking. All were put in the same type of casket and buried in the ground. 
 
    “It’s hard to imagine that. Stopping this invasion? I think it’s going to get worse. If we get past that, then you might be right,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “It can’t get much worse than now,” Layla said. 
 
    “Yes it can. We can lose a lot more,” Blade said. 
 
    “If we lose much more, then this war is over,” Layla said back. 
 
    “Not quite. It depends what’s next,” Kurvara said. 
 
    It was a scary thought. Kane realized that all of them weren’t thinking about if it could get worse—but when. These weren’t good thoughts. With the Prazore getting closer and closer to the core, it wouldn’t take long before it became an all or nothing fight. 
 
    “Looks like Thal is about to speak,” Blade said. 
 
    The other masters spread around, forming a full circle around all four coffins. “It is a sad day when we must gather to say goodbye to our own. Whether they were your friends, family, teachers, or enemy, they were a part of our lives and the academy. Yulara was loved by most, an excellent teacher, someone who did what was best for all trainees. Out of all masters, including myself, she has been the most involved in this war. Whether it was on Sarus or her traveling with Valin, she was involved in this war before it even began. Unfortunately, even her vision of Valin’s danger couldn’t prevent what happened. It’s a tragedy that we will remember forever. Involved in this tragedy were Clasara, her husband Ulrich, Ortega, and Vaughan.” He stopped as his voice became thick with emotion.  
 
    Anorn took over. “We were all close to Yulara. While a heavy loss for us all, this is exceptionally hard for everyone who worked closely with her. Let’s take a moment of silence to honor their memories.”  
 
    Many of the former students cried. Thal looked close to tears but was able to hold them back. Most of the masters who had made it were distraught. How this happened was still a mystery, something they might never know. 
 
    I’m glad we’re leaving shortly after this. It’s time we surprise the Prazore for a change and get Valin back, Blade thought. All this did was cause more anger toward these invaders. All these aliens brought with them was pain and suffering.  
 
    “Now we will allow everybody here to come forward, speak their thoughts, and place something on these graves. Then we will bury them,” Thal said after a minute of silence. He moved to the site, motioning for people to move forward. 
 
    A young student no older than eleven stepped forward. She was crying as she placed flowers on Yulara’s casket. She did not try to speak as she ran back to her friends. 
 
    It was like that for the first few. Younger students placed flowers or special items but did not speak any words. Blade walked up to Yulara’s casket, a pang of sorrow and rage coursing through him. 
 
    He didn’t place any flowers. He just looked at Yulara. She looked at peace, her eyes closed. Even with the cleaning done to her face, he could see cuts. His hand brushed against the casket as he stared at her lifeless body. I wish things could have gone differently. You didn’t deserve this. You were one of the best teachers, not just in skill, but in empathizing. How is it fair that you had to die like that? He struggled not to tear up as his hand tightened on the casket. How much pain had she gone through? Failing to keep Valin safe had to be painful enough. Did she die with regret? These were questions he’d never have the answers to. 
 
    “I swear I’ll make them pay,” Blade whispered to her. “I wish I could have been there to help. You didn’t deserve to die like… like that. Wherever you are…” He had to stop as he felt his throat tighten. He took a few breaths to calm himself down. “I hope you’re at peace. You deserve that much at least.” 
 
    Great, just what he needed. Another reason to hate the Prazore, Layla thought as she bit her lip. She could sense the sadness and anger swirling in Blade. He was experiencing a powerful wave of emotions, and she felt every single one of them. She watched as he walked away to look over the other dead members while Kane walked up to Yulara. 
 
    Kane hadn’t felt Blade’s feelings, but he could see them. He saw his friend’s eyes filled with sorrow and anger. Yulara had helped them both so much as kids. It just wasn’t fair. He felt stoic as he looked at her. He wondered if there was any way this tragedy could have been prevented. There was no way to prevent this. Almost nobody knew about this meeting, except for certain people in the military. Not even Imperator Thal knew about this meeting, Kane thought, but it didn’t make him feel any better. This was the first master lost in this war, but it wouldn’t be the last. He would do his best to prevent more loss. “Rest in peace, Master. If you’re watching, know that we won’t give up, not ever.” He looked at her face one last time before moving on to the next person. 
 
    The funeral lasted a couple of hours as people said their peace. Slowly, they started leaving the funeral, some with tears in their eyes. By the end, only a few remained, and most of the masters had left as well. 
 
    “I suppose it’s time we get out of here,” Blade said. 
 
    “We do have to pack,” Kane said. 
 
    “We do,” Blade said. 
 
    “Are you two okay?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane just nodded instead of responding. “Let’s get going,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    Blade double-checked his rifle as he cocked it, seeing the bullet in its chamber. He put it down and checked his pistol. He had cleaned his weapons, verified his magazines were fully loaded, and even sharpened his sword. He’d kept himself busy for the past couple of hours. A knock on his door brought him out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Come in,” Blade said. 
 
    In came Anorn. “Hey, Father,” Blade said. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Figured as much. Let’s get this over with, then.”  
 
    “I know how hard it is to lose someone close to you,” Anorn began. 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Blade said. He decided to put down his sword by his bed. “Look, I’ve told Layla and Kane the same thing. I can’t control this. I’ve tried. Let’s just not talk about this, all right?” 
 
    Anorn stopped where he started. He had to approach this differently. “No, we are going to talk about this. I’m not here to scold you because I remember how I felt when I lost someone close to me.” 
 
    “I remember when my brother was killed also. So—” 
 
    “Not him,” Anorn interrupted.  
 
    “I’ll bite. Then who?” 
 
    “Clana Terreez,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Who?” Blade asked. 
 
    “She was a woman that I loved before I met your mother.”  
 
    “You’ve never mentioned her before,” Blade said. 
 
    “That’s right. Even now, her death haunts me. What makes it worse is that it was my fault,” Anorn said. 
 
    “When?” Blade asked, curiosity getting the better of him. 
 
    “I was nineteen, not much older than you are now.” Anorn smiled a little. “Believe it or not, I was a lot like you at your age. Brash, arrogant, impulsive, and so on. With how skilled I was, I thought for sure nothing could touch me.” His smile disappeared as he spoke. “We decided to sneak out to do a mission on our own. We’d found the location of a crime lord known as Zabbath the Strong. Stupid name, I know, but he was far from a stupid man.”  
 
    “Didn’t he kidnap magic users, then hunt them for sport?” Blade asked as he recalled the name. 
 
    “That and worse,” Anorn confirmed. “Many of us had been looking for him as he started kidnapping students, even a few Sentinels. We found him, then went after him alone. I wanted to make a name for myself, something Clana understood.” 
 
    “Something went wrong,” Blade said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “That is an understatement. Zabbath had spies who saw us trying to find him.” 
 
    “He let you find him,” Blade said. 
 
    “Yes. We walked right into it. He was in a warehouse with three bodyguards. It was simple to take them out. It didn’t take long to see why. Sonic bombs went off all around us. I was able to deflect most of the damage, but Clana…” He stopped for a moment. He took a second to compose himself, then continued. “Clana couldn’t react in time. It blew out her eardrums immediately. It also caused significant internal damage. Zabbath had planned to capture us, but he miscalculated the frequency of those bombs. He got away while I watched Clana die. Her eyes were terrified. She was pleading for me to help her, but there wasn’t a damned thing I could do. I vowed to find him and kill him.” 
 
    Blade didn’t respond. He knew that Anorn didn’t kill him. He was in prison, or at least that’s what he remembered. 
 
    “As you can guess where I’m going with this, I didn’t kill him. I did find him. It took everything I had not to kill him. My mentor helped by teaching me to control my anger.” 
 
    “And it just magically worked? I don’t see that helping me,” Blade said. 
 
    “No. It didn’t help at first. In fact, it took a long time for me to realize what he meant. To control yourself, you need to think of others. For you, would Mutieto want you to seek revenge? Would you want Layla to follow you on this path? You know she will follow you wherever you go. Can you handle putting her in that kind of danger, possibly getting her killed for a chance at revenge?” Anorn stopped, hoping some of this would sink in.  
 
    “Of course I don’t want to put her in that kind of danger or die. I-I couldn’t live with myself if she died because of me,” Blade said. 
 
    “You would, though. You’d be following my exact path, which was not a happy one. It took me many years before I was able to move on. Your mother helped with that,” Anorn said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I would have killed him when I could have.”  
 
    “So? We’ve killed a lot in this war alone. I’ve killed before, so what makes it different?” 
 
    “I swear I’m talking to a younger version of myself,” Anorn mumbled. “Zabbath dying wasn’t the problem. It was the path that decision would have taken me down. Killing him would have been in cold blood. Not in self-defense or in defense of another. If I did do it, why stop there? Why not kill every scumbag I can in cold blood? That’s why I’m glad I didn’t kill him.”  
 
    “You know I’ve done that, right? I’ve killed plenty of warriors in cold blood. Am I going down a dark path? Think you’ll have to arrest me someday?” Blade asked. 
 
    “I do think you’re going down a dark path. I just don’t believe you’ve gone far enough to give up on. Layla doesn’t think so. Kane doesn’t think so. And neither do I. You just need to want to avoid going down this path.”  
 
    “I need to get some sleep before I leave,” Blade said. 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Just think about what I said.”  
 
    “I will,” Blade said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
   
 
  

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    These last several weeks passed slower than Damus would have liked. He bent down and twisted his body, feeling the relief of no pain. The healers were doing one last check, verifying that everything had healed fine. 
 
    “You’ve healed nicely. Do you feel any discomfort or pain of any kind?” the nurse said, motioning her hands around his wounded area. 
 
    “None at all,” Damus said. 
 
    “That’s good,” she said, placing her hand where the wound had been. The hole had healed without even a scar, thanks to magic and a healing tank. “Would you try bending down and touching the floor for me?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, doing it again. Like before, it felt normal. “I’m feeling great, almost as if I had never been hurt.” 
 
    She didn’t respond as she spun him around, checking his back and chest. “You’re good to go. I don’t detect anything wrong with you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Damus said. He put his shirt and vest back on. It felt nice to move again without pain. Now his work could truly begin. Vorka had contacted him a few days ago, essentially telling him to hurry up or face the consequences. He had scheduled a press meeting, stating he had a major announcement. 
 
    He knew how it was going to go. There was going to be an internal fight, a fight that would cost more lives. It was something he wasn’t looking forward to, even though it was going to be good in the long run. With Prazore assistance, the fight shouldn’t last long. Then he would secure his legacy as the man who saved the Empire. 
 
    “Good luck with your meeting,” the nurse said as he walked out. 
 
    He didn’t bother responding. His thoughts were focused on the task at hand. Damus both commanded extra guards and had a personal force field installed where he’d speak. Vorka’s fleet would be nearby, listening to his speech. It would arrive the moment Damus spoke about joining with the Prazore. 
 
    As Damus walked toward the conference room, three guards were walking to his right, three to his left, and six in front and behind him. With Mikl’s death, security had been increased for all high-ranking officials. Damus had personally reviewed the background of each person in his guard. He had no doubts that each and every one of them would follow his orders, even when he announced his deal with the aliens. 
 
    Vorka had given him a good deal. With the Empire joining against the Alliance, Damus would be allowed to keep all Empire territory and rule as every other chancellor—for the most part. A major difference would be that the Prazore military would be merging with his. He would have no personal military of his own. He’d also have Prazore warriors on every planet, ensuring a peaceful rule and making sure he didn’t try to start a rebellion of his own. As long as he didn’t disobey Vorka or their supreme overlord, he’d be fine. 
 
    He would prefer driving Vorka’s army out of the galaxy. He didn’t bother attempting it after watching how this war had gone. Magic wasn’t giving the Alliance any advantages and Prazore technology was superior. Damus knew that even with the Alliance and Yevonions, there was no chance of defeating the Prazore. 
 
    What had triggered his plan into action was knowing Mikl would ruin the Empire in a fight that couldn’t be won. He knew that Vorka had contacted Mikl with an offer. It was the same offer that Damus had accepted when offered the same. It went against everything he’d learned to accept. Still, it was one of the few times he did what he thought was right, even if it was the hardest decision he’d made in his life. He’d be hated, but it was all for the good of the Empire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto looked out the window as he felt the ship descend toward Orlion. From what little research he’d done while waiting to arrive, he knew that Blade was still alive. He was hoping that his student would be there when he arrived. I should say ex-student. He’s got to be a Sentinel by now, he thought grimly, sad that he missed his promotion. 
 
    A White Sanctum member walked into the room. “We’ll be landing in a minute. There is a group of your council awaiting us once we land.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Mutieto said. He glanced over at the other ex-prisoners. He didn’t have to decide what to do with them. He had agreed with Vuzain that bringing them to Orlion was the best option, a much better option than dropping them off at a random planet. He was sure Thal could think of something to do with them or at least reach out to the Alliance to get it sorted out. 
 
    “This is where you’ve spent most of your life, right?” Tasha asked. They were the first words she had spoken since leaving their prison. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Mutieto said. He couldn’t stop himself from stroking his messy beard. He really needed to trim it again. “I enrolled when I was seven years old. Didn’t have much of a choice. Didn’t want to join some foster family.” 
 
    “What happened to your parents?” 
 
    “They disappeared one night. Shortly after, I was visited by my future mentor, Tobias. He informed me of my parents’ disappearance and said I could go with him or he could bring me to a foster family. I chose to join the academy. I had heard about Orlion, and as a kid, I pretended to be a Sentinel. It was an easy choice.”  
 
    “Did you ever find out what happened?” Tasha asked. 
 
    Mutieto nodded slightly. “I found out twelve years later they’d been killed by a gang that night, something Tobias had been involved in. Turns out my parents were working undercover for the Orlion Academy when they were compromised. Tobias arrived too late to save them,” he said, not showing any emotion. He had gotten over their deaths a long time ago. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tasha said. “Did you resent the academy when it happened?” 
 
    “It was a long time ago. But no, I didn’t resent it,” Mutieto said. “Do you know what you’re going to do now that you’re free?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know what has happened to my family or anything. I suppose I will have to think about that now.”  
 
    “We’ve arrived,” Vuzain said as he walked into the room. As if to agree, the ship shook as it hit Orlion’s atmosphere. 
 
    Mutieto stood up, stretching his legs. It was time to get down to business. “I have to go. We’ll help you figure it out,” he said before walking off with Vuzain. Once he reached the lowered ramp, he saw Anorn, Thal, and Lloyd waiting at the bottom. 
 
    “Welcome back!” Anorn said, embracing Mutieto in a hug. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, shaking hands with Thal and Lloyd. 
 
    Vuzain stood back as he let the four have their greeting. While the Orlion Academy’s masters knew of his need for a meeting, they did not know what it was about. Vuzain had refused to give any information in case comms were compromised.  
 
    Thal walked up to Vuzain. “I’m Imperator Thal,” he said, shaking the alien’s hand. 
 
    “I’m known as Vuzain, leader of the White Sanctum.” 
 
    “In our brief conversation, you said you had important information to tell us,” Thal said. 
 
    “He does,” Mutieto said, responding faster than Vuzain. “It’s something we need to talk about now, if possible.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Thal said, motioning for them to follow. “Kierk, Laura, would you two get the rest of our guests situated?”  
 
    “Yes, Imperator,” both trainees said in unison. 
 
    As they walked, Lloyd probed for information. “What kind of information are we talking about here?” 
 
    “It involves the Empire and a plot that took Chancellor Mikl’s life,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “You sure? What do you know?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “That a survivor caused it,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “You sure? Last we heard the survivor was in critical condition,” Lloyd said. 
 
    “That’s because the Empire has been keeping quiet,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it in the meeting. We don’t want anyone overhearing us,” Thal said, shooting Lloyd a look. Mere accusations could cause problems. All it would take was for these allegations to be untrue and finding their way over to the Empire. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Lloyd said, not pushing the issue. 
 
    There were no more discussions about it. Mutieto was taking in the sights, smells, air, and people as they walked. He couldn’t believe how happy he was to be back. “I’m assuming Blade isn’t here?” he asked Anorn. 
 
    “You just missed him. He left on a mission,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Mutieto said, not surprised at the answer. There was a war going on. No way Blade or almost anyone here was going to stay if they didn’t have to. 
 
    They arrived at the council chambers. There weren’t many council members here, only Lloyd, Anorn, Zack, Vulcron, and Thal. Supreme General Thormatton was in the room. 
 
    “What’s Thormatton doing here?” Mutieto asked, surprised to see him. 
 
    “It has to do with Valin’s capture,” Anorn whispered. 
 
    Thormatton got up and was about to leave the room as he saw them arrive. Thal stopped him. “We’re going to need Alliance help, I think,” he said. 
 
    Thormatton didn’t say anything as he sat back down. He’d been looking over maps, trying to see any potential weaknesses on other Prazore planets. 
 
    Once everyone was seated, Lloyd spoke first. “You said that a survivor, that person being Damus, the new chancellor of the Empire, is alive and plotting with the Prazore, correct?” He summed up what he’d gathered so that Thormatton was somewhat up to speed. 
 
    “Correct, although I never said his name,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “That’s because there was only one survivor,” Lloyd said. 
 
    Curiosity crept into Thormatton’s eyes. “Are you sure? This is a big accusation to make,” he said. 
 
    “The staff was aimed perfectly to not hit any vital organs. It was done too perfectly. Most would deem his survival lucky. I’m assuming that is what happened,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “How would you know this?” Vulcron asked. 
 
    “We know how to speak and read the Prazore language. Our spies in the Empire have confirmed his survival while our listening devices attached to Vorka’s ship gave us the rest,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “What do you call these devices?” Thormatton asked. 
 
    “A comnode.” 
 
    “Did you know that would work on Prazore ships?” Thormatton asked. 
 
    “No,” Vuzain said, not elaborating any further. 
 
    “How did you get this comnode on their ship?” Thormatton asked. While he believed the information, he wanted to make absolutely sure this couldn’t be a trap. 
 
    Vuzain reached into his pocket and pulled out a comnode. It was a small ball with a button. “We launched it when our attack failed. We tried to assassinate Vorka. Before we retreated, we fired this onto their ship.” He pressed the button while putting it onto the table. The device attached securely to the table, then disappeared. “I know your next question. This device has cloaking that doesn’t send out information until we activate it. Afterward, we can destroy it or keep it on the ship to hopefully gather more information.” 
 
    “Impressive. We have something similar, although it doesn’t have cloaking,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “Vuzain, you have a plan to prevent this union, I take it?” Thal asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Vuzain said, deactivating the comnode and putting it back in his pocket. “Do you know any Empire generals that you trust completely?” 
 
    “I don’t. Last one I had died a few years ago,” Thal said. 
 
    “I have a couple that I know would not go with this plan to join forces. They were very close to Mikl,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “Good. I recommend you get in contact with them to prepare an assault. The White Sanctum will land on Damus’s location to arrest him. We need to move quickly, though. Damus should be announcing his plans soon. If he secures power before we arrive, it’ll be too late,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “You just got back. You should rest before going on a mission like this,” Lloyd said. 
 
    “No. I’ve been out of the fight for too long already. Besides, I’ve been in Empire territory and even visited Chancellor Mikl. I need to go,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “I’ll let you all decide that. I am going to reach out to my contacts to prepare a fleet. We cannot let this union happen, or this war is over,” Thormatton said, standing up. 
 
    “Good idea,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “That’s what we need. Let us know when you’re ready. We’ll leave once you are,” Thal said. 
 
    “I will,” Thormatton responded, taking out his commlink while walking out of the chamber. 
 
    “We’ll send some Sentinels with you to assist,” Thal said. 
 
    “There is no need,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “You’re not going without me,” Mutieto said. 
 
    Thal ignored Mutieto as he addressed Vuzain directly. “You need all the help you can get.”  
 
    “I will allow Mutieto to go as payment for setting this meeting up. We have the rest covered. Your Sentinels can be useful elsewhere,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “Loo—” 
 
    “It’s all right, Imperator,” Mutieto said. “Trust me, Vuzain and his fighters can handle this. I have firsthand experience watching them fight.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I don’t think anyone from this council agrees with you going, Mutieto. You’ve been a prisoner for over half a year. It’s time to—” Lloyd started. 
 
    “You can’t stop me,” Mutieto said, cutting him off. “I have been off the front lines long enough. It’s time I do my part.”  
 
    Thal looked at him, weighing his decisions. He knew he couldn’t stop Mutieto at this point. “Fine, do what you will. Expect to leave at a moment’s notice. We can’t risk Damus securing this union,” he said. 
 
     
 
      
 
    Damus’s footsteps were muffled by the guards. He was walking toward his microphone, his heart pounding with each step, yet he never broke stride or showed his nervousness. He had ordered his most trusted guards to secure the chamber. 
 
    This chamber was used to make important announcements. It could fill ten thousand people easily. Governors from all Empire planets had come, along with their personal guards, generals, and admirals of the military, who had their own seats. There was an invisible force field to the sides and front to protect Damus from any assassination attempts. He would be shocked if there wasn’t an attempt on his life within the next ten minutes. His walk to the microphone led him down a thin platform. 
 
    There was a loud round of applause as he stepped in front of the microphone. Damus let out a big smile, waving before speaking. “Thank you, everyone!” he said, his voice booming through the speakers. While he felt nervous, he exuded confidence as a good leader should. 
 
    After several minutes of cheering and applause, the noise finally died down. It was time to begin. “Thank you, thank you…” He gulped a little, then began his speech. “First, I would like to say a few words about our previous chancellor. Mikl was a great leader. He did not deserve to die the way he did. I wish we could have prevented this tragedy. I would like a moment of silence to remember the man he was, along with how hard he fought to keep this Empire on top.” 
 
    Damus watched as everyone bowed their heads. The room went completely silent. Mikl had been a respected chancellor. He might not have been absolutely loved, but his leadership had made the Empire stronger, at least until it came to the Prazore. Damus didn’t understand how Mikl considered joining the Alliance even though he believed nobody stood a chance in this war. 
 
    A minute passed before Damus spoke again. “While this tragedy has shaken us all, we have to move forward to prevent this from happening again.” He stopped for a moment, taking a sip of his water. “I believe it is time to look for a brighter future. This is why I have spoken with Vorka, the Prazore’s military commander, and have reached terms that will benefit us all.” 
 
    The chamber filled with an uproar that hurt his ears, preventing the crowd from hearing his words. It was like a bomb had exploded. Damus looked around, seeing if anyone was going to do something stupid. When the yelling didn’t quiet down, he took out his pistol and fired it three times in the air, causing the room to go silent again. 
 
    “I know this is not what you expected. I have done a lot of analyzing over these past couple of weeks. I see no way we can win this war. It’s either join or die. I prefer living while keeping this empire intact!” 
 
    “And what are these terms you’ve agreed to?” one of the senators asked. 
 
    “Did you have Chancellor Mikl killed?” another yelled out. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with the ambush that took Chancellor Mikl’s life and put me in the hospital!” Damus said. He knew that no one could know about this—not now, anyway.  
 
    “What about the terms?” the senator asked again. 
 
    This was going as badly as expected. The only thing that was missing was the violence, which surprised Damus. Maybe there wouldn’t be a civil war. 
 
    “Of course. Starting immediately, our military will merge with the Prazore’s. We will help them defeat the Alliance. In return, we will keep our territory and leadership and not have to worry about our own defense, since we’ll have a unified military,” Damus said. 
 
    More yelling began. Some senators started yelling about how ridiculous this situation was. Others demanded Damus’s head, calling him a traitor and other vile names. 
 
    “You’ve condemned us as slaves!” someone yelled out. 
 
    “You’ve sold out the Empire! You dirty traitor! You should die!” others screamed out. 
 
    That was when the chaos truly started. One of the senators took a guard’s gun and fired it at Damus. 
 
    Here we go, Damus thought, his hopes for a peaceful transition evaporating before his eyes. The bullet disintegrated when it hit the force field. While he’d hoped he could retain power without a civil war, conflict was now inevitable.  
 
    “We’ve got to get you out, sir!” a guard said, running over and grabbing Damus. Six guards were with Damus as they rushed him out of the room as quickly as possible. 
 
    Gunfire erupted from inside the hallway he was whisked into. Two guards ran up and fired their guns at Damus. One of Damus’s guards pushed him aside, taking the bullets directly in the chest. The other five guards blasted both traitors. 
 
    “Move, move!” one of the guards said, pushing Damus forward while leading him down a different hallway. The escape room wasn’t far from here. It was designed for situations like this. Still, he hadn’t expected someone to get so close to killing him. 
 
    Damus knew there was no way to resolve this without Vorka’s help. He activated the courier hidden in his sleeve, the one that Vorka had given him before the ambush. It would bring the Prazore here any moment, securing his leadership and the Empire. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You ready?” Layla asked as she walked into Blade’s room. 
 
    He was putting on his combat boots. “Just about,” he said as he finished lacing them. It wouldn’t be long before they arrived at Khaldrouth. 
 
    Layla set down twelve magazines for their rifles, six for each of them. “We’ve got a lot more ammo this time around. I believe full production on these new bullets has begun.” 
 
    “Hopefully that means no more shortages,” Blade said. He grabbed one of the magazines and examined it. 
 
    “What? You think we sabotaged those or something?” Layla teased. 
 
    “Maybe I do,” Blade said. “Or maybe I am sabotaging it myself.” He threw her the magazine, which she caught instinctively.  
 
    Layla set it back down on the desk. “Looks good to me.” She grabbed half of the magazines and put them in her vest. “By the way, did you see that weird ship pass us as we left?” Layla asked. 
 
    “No. What made it weird?” 
 
    “It didn’t belong to us or the Alliance. I swear it looked like something that belonged to the White Sanctum,” Layla said. 
 
    “You’re seeing things,” Blade said with a laugh. “You know as well as I do that the White Sanctum have never joined a conflict.”  
 
    “Maybe they’ve changed. This isn’t a normal war, you know.” 
 
    “True…” Blade conceded, although he really doubted it was them. “What does it matter anyway?” 
 
    Layla shrugged. “Just thought I’d ask.” 
 
    Blade grabbed his rifle, examining it as he did with the magazine. He cocked it, checked the chamber, then aimed down the sights. It felt good. Perfect weight, and everything seemed to be in working order. 
 
    “So I was thinking…” Layla started. 
 
    “About?”  
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “After we rescue Valin, well, uh, let’s take a couple of days off before our next mission.” 
 
    That caused Blade to look up at her. He saw the hint of nervousness in her eyes. It was something he wasn’t used to seeing. Typically, she would just ask or demand. While he was curious, it didn’t take him long to form a response. “We’re at war. We can’t afford that right now.” 
 
    Layla’s face fell with disappointment. “Taking a couple of days isn’t going to change anything. We’ve been in near-constant combat since this war began. Besides, we’ll be going back to Orlion after this anyway…” 
 
    “I don’t need a break. You should take one, though.” 
 
    And let you fight without me? Die because I wanted to spend some time with you without being in a warzone? Layla thought, biting her lip. “You know I won’t do this without you. If you’re not going to do it, then neither will I.”  
 
    That got a chuckle out of Blade. “I figured as much.” 
 
    She did not laugh back. She was irritated that he refused it without really thinking about it. She did not like how this war had changed him, but this was not the time to dwell on it. 
 
    “We should get to the hangar. We’ll be leaving soon,” Blade said. 
 
    “Fine,” Layla said, walking out the door first. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sixty seconds until launch,” Travis said on his commlink. His arm was almost fully healed thanks to the healers on Orlion. There was still some pain, but not enough to slow him down. This mission was one of his most important; there was no way in hell he’d miss this. 
 
    All transports were ready to go. The moment they jumped out of warp space, every transport would fly straight toward the planet. Warships and fighter pilots would destroy the small fleet hovering above Khaldrouth. At least for a little while, the Alliance should have air superiority.  
 
    The first part of the plan was to storm the biggest prison on Khaldrouth. It was the most logical decision; there had to be news about Valin there. Once his location was verified, all troops would head straight there. From there, Travis could only pray that they succeeded and escaped safely. 
 
    Sixty seconds passed quickly. Travis heard the warship leave warp space. It was time. Right before the transports lifted off the ground, the side doors shut and a red light glowed in the passenger room. Once the transports arrived at their destination, the light would turn green and the doors would open. 
 
    Blade, Layla, and Terminus were in one transport while Kane and Kurvara were in another with Avril, who was riding with Travis. 
 
    “Here we go,” Blade muttered, gripping his rifle as his transport left the hangar. Even with all the fighting he’d done, he still got nervous right before it started, especially when he was vulnerable in a ship. 
 
    Through the windows, he watched what was going on. At least a hundred transports rained toward Khaldrouth. Each transport held at least twelve people. By all calculations, they should reach their designation in five minutes. 
 
    While the Prazore fleet wasn’t very large, all their Ascors were headed toward the transports. These aliens knew the transports were the most valuable part of this invasion. Blade watched as a transport exploded and some bodies flew out. 
 
    “That was close,” Layla said, watching the same transport. 
 
    He watched silently, containing his anger over the lives being lost. It was not a good way to die, in space, not even fighting as the ship exploded. Blade refused to believe it would ever be him, even though he knew if his transport was targeted, there was nothing he could do. 
 
    “We’re about to break through the atmosphere,” Terminus said, gripping a handle to maintain his balance. “I recommend holding on.” 
 
    The transport rocked as a missile detonated close to them. 
 
    “This is going to be a bumpy ride,” Blade said, gripping the handle tightly. The transport shook violently. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was going to explode. 
 
    An anti-air missile hit a transport close by. It spun toward the ground, smoke trailing from behind as the pilot yelled that he was hit. It smashed into some trees. Blade couldn’t tell if there were any survivors. The chaos made it impossible for him to use magic to sense it. 
 
    “Thirty seconds!” the pilot yelled. 
 
    Blade looked over at Layla. Her face was full of determination. She was looking out the window, unfazed as an explosion took out another transport. 
 
    “Dammit. Intelligence was wrong. There are a lot more ground forces than anticipated,” Terminus said to no one in particular. 
 
    “It’s rare they’re right,” a marine said. 
 
    “It’d be nice if we got good intelligence for once. Hope this isn’t some trap,” another marine said. 
 
    You and me both, Blade thought. He saw the ground rising fast. He saw the transports ahead land, marines and a few Sentinels running out and guns blazing as warriors opened fire. 
 
    The light turned green as the transport landed. The doors slammed open. Blade ran straight into chaos, not realizing just how muddled it was until now.  
 
    Prazore warriors, far more than Blade had expected to see, held their line at the prison. A turret fired an endless wave of green beams toward them. Bodies dropped like flies, along with a few Sentinels. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” Terminus yelled as he charged forward. Blade and Layla followed right behind him, watching as a laser pierced a transport’s front window, killing the pilot and causing the transport to crash into the ground. 
 
    “We’ve got warriors coming from the east!” someone yelled out. 
 
    “Avril has it!” Layla said. 
 
    Avril charged the left flank with a dozen marines. A couple of the marines were shot and killed. She was doing her best to deflect any shots that would hit her or her men, but there was too much fire to protect them all. 
 
    “Cover me!” Avril said as she ran forward. A warrior transformed his staff from ranged to close-combat and swung at her. She blocked the staff. 
 
    Three more came to greet her while others fired at the marines. Whenever she charged them, warriors would charge back. Almost every time she did this, they met her instead of firing at her. It didn’t matter to her—at least it made her job easier. 
 
    She dodged the next strike from her opening, then sliced his hand off before slitting his throat. She didn’t stop moving as the three warriors converged on her. 
 
    It was a coordinated attack. One warrior swung for her head. She parried, then side-stepped left to dodge an attack from another warrior. The third tried to hit her from behind. She waited until the very last possible second to duck, causing the staff to miss her and cut into the warrior in front of her, who grunted as blood seeped through his armor. 
 
    Taking advantage of the opportunity, Avril jammed her sword into the warrior behind her as he tried to pull his staff out of his ally. He didn’t move fast enough, and her sword slid straight through his neck. She kept her momentum, turned around, and took out the second warrior’s arm, then slashed upward, splitting his face in two.  
 
    She turned to the wounded warrior, who was kneeled on the ground, gasping as he gripped the staff that had dug itself deep in his side. He knew it was over as he looked at her. 
 
    “Y-y-you… are a… true warrior…” he sputtered out as Avril raised her sword. 
 
    “I know,” she said and lopped off his head. 
 
     
 
      
 
    The battle was much more intense than Kane had expected. He watched as explosions lit up the sky. He looked downward, seeing intense gunfire on the ground. His transport shook as rockets exploded all around him. 
 
    His transport was headed to a different location, along with ten others. This group should get into the prison easily since all the warriors were at the front, trying to hold off the main assault. 
 
    Over his commlink, Kane heard chatter about there being more Prazore warriors than expected, something that didn’t surprise him for some reason. It was starting to concern him, however, that this was beginning to feel like another trap. He wondered if Valin’s location was falsified to force the Alliance into attacking. 
 
    “He’s on this planet,” Kurvara said with certainty.  
 
    “How do you know?” Kane asked. 
 
    “I can sense it.” 
 
    “Do you know where?”  
 
    “No. I can’t even tell if we’re close or far from him. I just know he’s here.”  
 
    Kane hoped she was right. Even if he was on Khaldrouth, it was possible that Valin was being used as bait. “Well, let’s free these prisoners and see what we find out,” he said as he felt the transport land. The lights turned green and the doors opened. 
 
    Unlike the main assault, there were very few warriors at this location. Kane jumped out, aimed down the sights of his gun, and shot two warriors in their heads. 
 
    He led his group forward, watching as a few more warriors moved into place and fired their weapons. This side had been very light on defense, and it didn’t take more than a couple of minutes to take out all the warriors. 
 
    “We should be able to sneak behind to secure this prison,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Kane said. 
 
    The prison was wide open now. Kane moved cautiously, noticing that the doors were sealed shut. Luckily, they’d planned for this. “Place the explosives,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” one of the marines said, motioning for someone to place the charges. 
 
    “Step back,” the demolitionist said as he finished placing the three charges. 
 
    All of them stepped back. Then, twenty seconds later, the charges exploded, blowing apart the door and part of the wall supporting it. 
 
    “Watch out for any warriors. If we move fast, we should be able to surprise the warriors at the front,” Kane said. 
 
    The moment Kane entered the building, his back tingled with danger, causing him to duck. His reaction saved his life; a staff smashed into the wall where his head had been just a moment before. 
 
    Kurvara shot the warrior point-blank in the head with her rifle. Kane felt warm liquid spray all over his face. 
 
    “Disgusting,” he said as he wiped some of the blood from his eyes. “You could have pushed him away first.” 
 
    “I’m not going to risk your life to keep you clean,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “I know. I was joking.”  
 
    Kurvara didn’t have the chance to respond as a group of warriors started firing at them. “Take cover!” Kane said, diving for the nearest concrete wall. 
 
    A couple of marines did not react in time, and bolts pierced their chests. Another was shot in the leg and crawled over to the nearest cover. 
 
    “We need a medic!” someone yelled. 
 
    Kane glanced and ducked back behind cover as a rain of gunfire exploded his way. “There are two right over there.” Kane pointed his finger through the wall. “In three seconds, we’ll shoot them, then move toward that pillar over there,” he said to Kurvara. 
 
    She nodded, shifting position so she could move faster. 
 
    He raised three fingers and put one down every second. Once he reached one, he put his hand on his gun and jumped out, holding down the trigger. Kurvara did the same thing. Both warriors fell off the platform they were on and hit the ground with a sickening thud.  
 
    The marines took care of the rest. “We’re clear.”  
 
    “Let’s move, then,” Kane said, jogging down the hallway the warriors had come from. So far so good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold your ground!” Travis yelled, halting the advance. 
 
    Moving any farther would cost more lives than necessary. The prison had many guards left, making it difficult to move forward. They just had to hold their ground until Kane arrived. 
 
    It had been nonstop fighting since landing. A few more soldiers were shot as they tried to return fire. Blade was itching to move forward. There was no way for him, though; he was pinned down. It was time to switch tactics. He placed his gun on the ground and unsheathed his sword, gripping the handle so hard his knuckles turned white. He could block and dodge any shots that would hit him, allowing him to get up close and personal. He pushed his legs up when a hand pushed him back down. 
 
    “What are you doing? Wait for Kane,” Layla said. 
 
    “Let him have all the fun? I can make it to the warriors without being hit,” he said, shooting her a cocky grin before trying to get up again. 
 
    “Even if you can, we stick to the plan. Understand?” she said firmly, pushing him back down. 
 
    “Fine, have it your way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Layla said as relief flooded through her. This was not the time to break formation. Doing so could cause others to follow and die. She could not let that happen.  
 
    Blade sheathed his sword and picked up his gun. All he had to do was wait for Kane or the shooting to subside—whichever came first. 
 
    A few minutes later, the gunfire subsided, giving Blade his chance to see what was going on. Warriors were turning around, firing their weapons, or dying. “About time,” he said. 
 
    Blade was done waiting. He hopped over his cover and charged the entrance, Layla following close behind. Soldiers started running forward as well. 
 
    Blade was the first to make it, firing his rifle at any warrior he could. One tried jumping from a balcony and died in mid-air as bullets ripped through his body. 
 
    Being attacked from both sides, the warriors were overwhelmed. The flank had done its job. With their defenses broken, it didn’t take long to secure the prison. 
 
    “About time you showed up,” Blade said with a grin. 
 
    “Had to let you have some of the fun,” Kane said. 
 
    “I was saying the same thing earlier,” Blade said. 
 
    Layla just rolled her eyes as Travis walked toward them. “I’ve ordered a few squads to locate and release all prisoners. We should look around to make sure there aren’t any more surprises. We need to hurry before reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    “We’ll get on it,” Kane said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yaqul had watched as the Alliance fleet left warp space. The fleet was much smaller than expected. It didn’t matter. For the most part, the plan was going as Vorka had wanted. Now was the time to inform the warlord of the situation. 
 
    Vorka stood when he entered. 
 
    “Warlord,” Yaqul said with a bow. 
 
    Vorka nodded, giving him permission to speak. 
 
    “We’ve received confirmation that the Alliance controls our largest prison, the one called Zenott,” Yaqul said. 
 
    “They’ve taken the bait, then,” Vorka said. He knew about the bug attached to one of his ships and purposely let the information loose. As he’d hoped, the Alliance jumped at the opportunity. It was almost too easy. “Have you located the rest of their fleet?” 
 
    “Yes, Warlord. The rest is about a five-minute warp-space jump away, over at these coordinates,” Yaqul said as he transferred the coordinates to Vorka. 
 
    “Do we know who is leading this assault? Their decision to keep a major part of their fleet back is smart, something I didn’t think they’d do,” Vorka said. 
 
    “I don’t have that information.” 
 
    “No matter,” Vorka said, walking over to his map. He stared at it silently, seeing how to best deal with this attack. “We might want to bring in some nearby ships, force the Alliance to send in theirs. Then we send the rest of ours.” 
 
    “I can make sure that is done. Do you mind if I go personally and join the fight?” Yaqul asked. 
 
    “You’ve read my mind, although you’ll be coming with me. It’s time I show myself on the battlefield.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir, the prison is secure. Jones and Karhone are leading the investigation into Supreme Leader Valin’s whereabouts,” the marine, Donald, said. 
 
    “Good,” Travis said. “So far, we haven’t seen any Prazore movement. Let me know the moment we have information on this. Understood?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Donald said with a salute, then walked back into the prison. 
 
    “We need to hurry. Reinforcements could be on their way here, for all we know. I hope your people hurry up,” Avril said, her hands resting on her hips as her silvery-white hair blew with the wind. 
 
    “We’ll get the information before then,” Travis said. 
 
    “I think we’re walking into some sort of trap,” Kane said. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “With Valin here, doesn’t it seem weird how small that fleet was, along with no reinforcements arriving? Shouldn’t this prison have received reinforcements by now? For such a high-value target, they’re sure giving us a lot of time to find him,” Kane said. 
 
    “You’re not wrong. Maybe their warlord wasn’t expecting us,” Terminus said. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Travis said. 
 
    “Me too,” Kane said. “Ever since this war began, we’ve been one step behind. I don’t see them making such a big mistake, even if they weren’t aware of the bug on their ship. Think about it and tell me I’m wrong. We were slaughtered at Hucara, lost all of our outer edge planets, and are now losing inner core planets.”  
 
    “I know. Just wishful thinking, I guess,” Terminus said. 
 
    “At this point, it doesn’t matter. We can’t turn back now,” Travis said. 
 
    While Kane didn’t disagree, he wondered if they should change tactics. The question was, to what? They couldn’t retreat and miss this opportunity to save Valin. Still, it nagged him. If this was a trap, how long would it take for the Prazore to spring the trap? This operation was risky at it was. If the Prazore somehow wiped out all of them on Khaldrouth, it would significantly cripple the Alliance military. 
 
    Donald ran out of the prison and stopped right in front of Travis. “Sir, we’ve spoken to many of the prisoners,” he said while taking a deep breath. 
 
    “Do you have a location?” Travis asked. 
 
    “All the prisoners we’ve spoken to have given us one of two locations: Novo and Mepolos.”  
 
    Travis clenched his metal fist. This was suspicious, confirming Kane’s fears. This was definitely a trap. “Are those the only two that have been named? How many have you asked?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ve asked over two hundred, with maybe forty or so having overheard Valin’s location.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Travis said. “We’re walking into some sort of trap. I wouldn’t be surprised if Valin was at one of those locations, though.” He raised his hand to his face, pondering the next move. Each decision felt bad. Would it be best to retreat and leave Valin to his fate? It would make all the lives lost today pointless. What was the best decision? 
 
    “I say we hit both. It’s our best chance at finding Valin and getting the hell out of here before reinforcements overrun us,” Avril said. 
 
    Travis glanced at her. It was the obvious choice, but he was seriously considering calling off this mission. After a moment, he made up his mind. “It’s our only choice. We’ll have to hit both areas at once and hope he’s there,” Travis said, wondering if he’d made the right decision or doomed them all. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto sat cross-legged, meditating as he waited to arrive in Empire territory. Vuzain and the rest of the White Sanctum were spread across the ship. This was the first ship to enter Empire territory and was camouflaged to avoid detection. 
 
    He had been trying to feel out Blade. Meditating was when a magic user was at their most powerful. All of their abilities were amplified many times over as the body relaxed, allowing them to use magic much easier without the energy drain. What he felt concerned him, however. While brief, he could feel Blade’s situation. He was in danger, fighting, but there was something in there: happiness and hatred. 
 
    What’s going on with you, Blade? Mutieto thought as he tried to reach out, to let him know that he was alive. So far, any attempts to alert Blade to his status went unanswered, meaning he probably didn’t feel it. If Blade were to meditate, he would. Otherwise, he was too far to feel Mutieto’s reach. 
 
    It wasn’t for long, but Mutieto had spoken to Anorn. He wouldn’t go into much detail. Mutieto only knew that Blade was in a dark part of his life and focusing on revenge. Not the time to think about this. I can deal with that later. Mutieto needed to focus on the mission at hand. Any distraction could be the difference between failure and victory. 
 
    His door opened. “We’re about to arrive,” Drahone said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Mutieto said. He stood and stretched his legs. It was a shame that magic would return to normal after meditating. 
 
    He walked with Drahone. There were ten people on board this ship: Mutieto, Vuzain, and eight White Sanctum members. Once the plan was finalized, the Alliance would join in overthrowing Damus before he consolidated his power. 
 
    “Incoming transmission.” 
 
    “Put it on,” Vuzain said as Mutieto walked in. 
 
    General Pymer appeared on the main screen. Pymer was a seasoned general for the Empire. He was fifty-three years old and had risen quickly through the ranks to become a general at thirty-five. 
 
    “Welcome to the Empire,” Pymer said solemnly. 
 
    “May we board?” Vuzain asked. 
 
    “I would prefer it. Two Xabers will escort you,” Pymer said as he cut the transmission a second later. 
 
    Two Xabers arrived within moments of the transmission ending. Xabers were the Empire’s strongest starfighter. These ships were fast and had the metal bethalt as armor. Bethalt was a very strong metal, the strongest type in the Empire. It wasn’t as strong as positine, the metal used for Orlion Academy swords, but it wasn’t that much weaker. 
 
    “Follow the Xabers,” Vuzain commanded. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “So that’s the Mandaroon,” Mutieto said. It was one of the biggest warships he’d ever seen. Pymer had been commanding it for the last six years. He knew of only seven other ships that were as large or larger than the Mandaroon.  
 
    “First time seeing it?” Vuzain asked. 
 
    “Yes. Not the first time I’ve seen such a warship, though. Sounds like you’ve seen it before,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Once, in passing, during a mission,” Vuzain said. 
 
    Mutieto suspected that the “mission” was something the Empire didn’t know about. “Glad you avoided its attention,” he said with a sly grin. 
 
    Vuzain ignored the comment as he watched their ship land in the Mandaroon’s docking bay. 
 
    “Drahone, you and Mutieto will accompany me. The rest of you will wait here,” Vuzain said. 
 
    No one sighed in annoyance when Vuzain chose who would accompany him. There was silence as the chosen few stepped toward the ramp. 
 
    It was a bit surprising for an outsider to go into a meeting that part of the White Sanctum didn’t get to go to, Mutieto assumed. He knew several people who would be pissed if a member of the White Sanctum attended a meeting like this and not them.  
 
    The doors opened as the ramp slid down, revealing a gigantic hangar. There had to be at least thirty Xabers in this section alone. In front of them, General Pymer waited, along with a few soldiers next to him. A row of soldiers, eight on each side, created a pathway. 
 
    “Welcome to the Mandaroon,” Pymer said proudly. 
 
    “It’s a nice ship,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “It is quite a beauty,” Pymer said. 
 
    The four walked through the pathway as the soldiers remained still. Mutieto had heard there was an attempt at Damus’s life after he spoke about joining forces with the Prazore. He was very curious about how the situation had changed since then. 
 
    “To get straight to it, the situation has escalated since I spoke with Thormatton,” Pymer said as they walked down a hallway. 
 
    “Brief us on what has happened,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “Not long after Damus’s speech, fighting began inside the chamber. Within minutes, a few Prazore ships arrived. A few hours later, they secured the capital. We won’t just be fighting Empire loyalists, as originally planned.” 
 
    “How many?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “With the ships you brought, we should have more than enough. That’s not my biggest concern, however,” Pymer said, stopping as he opened a door into a meeting room. “I have it on good authority that Damus has called for the Sundry Division. It shouldn’t take them more than twelve hours to reach Damus now. If that happens, we stand no chance at retaking the Empire.” 
 
    “I apologize for my ignorance, but what makes this Sundry Division so threatening?” Vuzain asked. 
 
    Pymer didn’t respond as he activated the galactic map hologram. The room filled with stars, planets, and everything else in the known galaxy. 
 
    “It is the Empire’s biggest division of troops. It’s its strongest and most disciplined force,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “And how do you know they’ll side with Damus?” Vuzain asked. 
 
    “The Sundrys are loyal solely to the chancellor. Regardless of any decision, they’ll do as commanded. There is a reason they are the strongest force in the galaxy,” Pymer said. 
 
    It was standard arrogance, of course. Mutieto doubted they were any better than the Alliance’s elite soldiers, let alone the Yevonions. He assumed most civilizations thought they had the strongest force. 
 
    “Yes, taken as kids to be trained to follow the chancellor. I have no doubt they’ll side with Damus,” Mutieto said, hiding his annoyance. 
 
    “Well, twelve hours isn’t a lot of time. That means we need to attack soon,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “We do,” Pymer said as he looked at the map, finding what he was looking for. “Here is where Sundry Division is currently.” He marked the spot with a red circle. “Here is the Prazore fleet, and here we are.” 
 
    “It looks like this Sundry Division is near the edge of your borders,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “It was to defend against any possible Prazore attack,” Pymer said. 
 
    “Well, we’ve brought one of our best: Admiral Nukan. We should contact him. He can be here in ten minutes,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Do it,” Pymer said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After twenty minutes, Admiral Nukan arrived, allowing the meeting to begin. About half of the audience was physical, while the other half was in holographic form. Nukan, Lloyd, and various other members of the Alliance were in the meeting virtually. 
 
    “It seems the Prazore aren’t expecting us to help you regain control of the Empire,” Nukan said after being briefed on the situation beforehand. 
 
    “We can only hope. Our scouts haven’t found any other Prazore ships,” Pymer said. “The only thing I am worried about is those shields that were used at Hucara. This would be your biggest engagement since then. What if they are used now?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t concern yourself with that. Those shields won’t be used until their weakness has been fixed. Regardless, we’re also working on a way to nullify that threat completely. So far, we haven’t seen it since. I don’t see why it would change now,” Nukan said. 
 
    The way Nukan talked always creeped out Mutieto. His eyes looked cold, almost emotionless, and his voice sent chills down his spine. There was no reason to think this way about him, but he couldn’t help it. His intellect and absolute loyalty to the Alliance made him worth it, anyway. 
 
    “I’ve looked over everything sent over to me. I have a plan,” Nukan continued. 
 
    “What is it?” Pymer asked. 
 
    “You need to attack first. I don’t believe our fleet has been discovered. I would prefer it remain that way for now. While you attack, the Prazore should converge on your ships. We’ll jump in five minutes after and hit them from behind. We should be able to annihilate the Prazore force along with any of Damus’s followers before the Sundry Division arrives,” Nukan said. 
 
    “That seems risky. We’ll be taking fire from all sides and be vastly outnumbered, even if it is only for five minutes,” Pymer said not hiding the concern in his voice. 
 
    “There is a reason I said five minutes. This gives us the chance to take out the fleet with minimal casualties. We haven’t won a fight like this yet. I believe this is our best chance to do so. Five minutes isn’t enough time for you to sustain many casualties,” Nukan said. 
 
    “He’s right,” Mutieto said right before Pymer could respond. “If we all attack with one large force, we give them the advantage. It’s risky either way, of course. I think we have a much better chance at winning if we do this Nukan’s way.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lloyd said. “I do have one slight alteration to this plan.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” Nukan asked sharply. 
 
    “I say Vuzain’s ships join with Pymer. There might be suspicion of a sneak attack if Pymer arrives with only his forces. Surely Damus and whoever is leading this Prazore fleet would think this attack was too suicidal if there wasn’t some sort of plan,” Lloyd said. 
 
    Nukan shifted his gaze, nodding to himself as he pondered the alteration. “Good idea. I think that change makes this plan far more likely to succeed. What do you think, Pymer?” 
 
    Pymer sighed, not looking happy at all with the situation. “I suppose I have no other options. I wish we had more time, but time is of the essence. I can’t think of any other way to approach this.” 
 
    “Good,” Nukan said. 
 
    “I do recommend you jump to a nearby area. I’ll be engaging the Prazore within the hour. I assume that is enough time for you to prepare?” Pymer said. 
 
    “We’ll be in position. Good luck,” Nukan said and cut his feed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terminus led Blade, Layla, Avril, and the rest of the marines in the first group. Their target was Nova, one of two suspected locations where Valin was being held. The other location, Mepolos, was being investigated by Travis, Kane, and Kurvara. 
 
    So far, Terminus’s group hadn’t found any hostiles. It was a little too quiet in his mind. The transports had flown as close to Nova as possible, but there was considerable anti-air in the area. Risking the transports wasn’t worth it when they could walk for two miles instead. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to make it to the outskirts of Nova. Blade found it odd that there didn’t appear to be anybody nearby. No Prazore, no life at all. This was not a good sign. 
 
    “Anybody finding it weird that there are no warriors nearby?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Very,” Terminus said. He took out binoculars to scan the town. It was entirely empty. “It looks deserted. At worst, I figure we’re walking into an ambush. At best nobody’s here. I don’t think we’ll find Valin here either way.” 
 
    Layla took out her binoculars and looked over the town. “I see the same thing. We still have to check it out, though, right?”  
 
    “Yes, we may find some clue as to what’s going on,” Terminus said. 
 
    Layla looked over at Avril. “You have special powers. Do you see or sense anything down there?” 
 
    “My powers aren’t special. I just use magic differently than you do,” Avril said, slightly annoyed. 
 
    “Whatever. Do you see anything?” 
 
    “I can’t sense anything. It’s too far for me to see anyway.” 
 
    They remained still. Terminus looked at Nova grimly. He was tempted to cancel looking at Nova altogether. “Let’s be careful. If anyone thinks they see something, let us all know.”  
 
    “Good call,” Avril said. She walked forward a few steps, knelt, and placed her hand on the ground. “Interesting. There appears to be something at the very edge of this town.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t see anything at all,” Blade said. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just feel something in that area. It doesn’t appear to be Prazore or any sort of life,” Avril said. 
 
    “Might be something the civilians did. I can’t see anything, either. We’ll keep an eye out, though, just in case,” Terminus said. 
 
    “We should send a small group to recon the area,” Avril said. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Blade said. 
 
    “Agreed. If this is a trap, it could be a suicide mission for the people who go in alone,” Terminus said. 
 
    “Better a few than all of us,” Avril said. 
 
    “Didn’t you have a problem with losing some of your guys at Damura?” Layla asked. “Are your people not expendable, but ours are?”  
 
    “No. I would gladly go if that is your concern,” Avril said. 
 
    “We’re not sending anyone down there alone. It’s too dangerous,” Terminus said firmly enough to end the debate. 
 
    “You’re the boss,” Avril said with her hands raised. 
 
    “We won’t find anything arguing up here. Let’s go,” Blade said. 
 
    “That is what we came here for. All right, let’s move, look for any clues on Valin’s whereabouts, and get out of here,” Terminus said. 
 
    Terminus led the way into Nova. Upon entering the town, he felt his whole body chill over. Something wasn’t right here. Nova was a decent-sized town, and it would be very easy for warriors to hide here. It looked as if nobody had been here for months. 
 
    “Let’s clear some of these buildings. Assume the enemy is inside,” Terminus said. 
 
    “On it,” Blade said, grabbing Layla and a few marines. They entered a building called Crackling Rogus. It was two stories, with a few rooms on each floor. There was nothing inside. 
 
    “This could be a diversion to split us up. Maybe to buy time for reinforcements,” Blade said as they walked out. 
 
    “Maybe. This whole situation feels odd,” Layla said. 
 
    The groups examined at least ten buildings but found nothing out of the ordinary. Terminus couldn’t help but let out a sound of frustration. “I suppose we head farther in. We have to make sure there is nothing here before leaving.” 
 
    The group stayed together, walking slowly into the middle of Nova. People were pressed tightly against the walls as they moved, just in case a firefight broke out. Still, they found nothing. 
 
    “Maybe we should leave. I don’t see any—” Blade was about to say when Avril interrupted him. 
 
    “Wait! We’ve walked right into a trap!” she exclaimed as a buzzing sound erupted from the outskirts of Nova. 
 
    Out of the ground came a force field from the whole outskirts, enveloping the entire town. They were trapped inside! 
 
    As soon as the force field was fully deployed, dozens of warriors came crashing out of the buildings farther into town. The area had gone from deathly quiet to chaos in a matter of seconds as laser fire instantly took out a few marines. 
 
    Avril took out her sword, blocking any blasts of energy that came close to hitting her or anyone near her. “We’re surrounded,” she said calmly, sensing warriors sneaking in from behind. 
 
    The marines returned fire, taking out some warriors. An explosion went off, killing a couple who flew into walls. Another was shot in the chest while more warriors poured in from all sides. 
 
    Blade and Layla ran behind a wall, shooting any warriors they could see. “We need to take cover in the buildings!” he yelled, shooting a warrior in the head. 
 
    There were too many. Dozens of warriors turned into hundreds. Blade jumped over the small wall, avoiding any shots that might hit him. He fired his gun, shooting a warrior in the shoulder while Layla finished him off with a few shots to the chest. 
 
    A soldier was running when a bolt shot him in the leg. He let out a scream of pain as another shot hit him in the left shoulder. 
 
    Avril reached out her hand and pulled it back. The soldier was dragged into cover, feeling a tug on his shirt as if an invisible hand had grabbed him. “We need a medic!” she said before running forward to engage a couple of warriors. 
 
    She attacked both, parrying attacks as she waited for an opening to counter. Finally, one overextended himself, leaving his throat wide open. Avril drove her sword through his neck. She yanked it out, jumping backward just in time to avoid the other warrior’s staff, which hit the dirt. She feinted toward his head, then shifted her sword to take off his hand. 
 
    A howl of anger came out of the warrior. As Avril swung to finish the fight, the warrior dodged, grabbed his fallen staff on the ground, and blocked another attack that would have taken off his head. She saw his head rear back and ducked just in time to avoid a head slamming into her face. Then she dug her sword deep into the warrior’s stomach. Blood seeped out of his mouth as she shifted the sword upward, killing him. His eyes rolled back into his head, and he slumped to the ground. 
 
    “I’m going to see if we have an opening to run over here!” Donald said, running toward the end of the town. 
 
    “No, don’t!” Terminus said. 
 
    It was too late; a warrior jumped out of a building and split him in half. Donald’s eyes widened as his upper body flung forward without his legs. Before he could recognize what had happened to him, a staff pierced his heart. 
 
    “Dammit!” Terminus said, raising his hand and yanking the staff out of the warrior’s hands. He took out his pistol and shot the warrior six times in the chest. Then he shot another who tried to attack him from behind.  
 
    “We’re completely surrounded!” Layla said. She sprayed at a group of warriors, not sure how many she hit. 
 
    “I know!” Terminus said, taking out his commlink. “Travis, this is Terminus. We’ve walked into a trap. We’re stuck in Nova and under heavy fire. I repeat: we’re stuck in Nova and under heavy fire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
     Travis, Kane, and Kurvara walked into Mepolos. It was completely empty, which put everyone on edge. 
 
    Kane reached out with his senses and found nothing. It didn’t mean much, since these warriors knew how to hide their presence. He gripped his rifle hard, waiting for some sort of ambush to appear. 
 
    “Look over there,” Kurvara said, pointing at an oddly placed metallic ball in the middle of the street. “That looks intentional.” 
 
    The metal ball was about two feet wide and lay dead center in the street. It had a single button on it. There was no way anybody could miss this item.  
 
    “I suppose this is here for us,” Travis said. 
 
    “Has to be. Looks too nice to have been here long,” Kane said. 
 
    “A message of some kind is my guess,” Travis said. 
 
    “As we feared, the prison was a misdirection,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “We need to set a perimeter,” Travis said. “Lahrim, grab ten soldiers to secure our west side. If you see anything, contact me immediately. Xarbin, do the same, except on the east side.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” they both said in unison. 
 
    “The rest of you, stay behind and watch our flank,” Travis said as he walked toward the ball and grabbed it with his metal arm. “Time to see what this says.” He pushed the button. 
 
    A blue light emanated from the ball. Then, a few seconds later, the ball split into four parts. Each part flew five feet away from Travis’s hand and dug itself into the ground. 
 
    A twenty-foot hologram of Vorka and Supreme Leader Valin appeared. Valin didn’t look hurt, but nobody missed the fierceness in his eyes. 
 
    “It seems you’re the lucky group to find this recording,” the holographic form of Vorka said. The voice was loud, carrying through several streets. “As you’re probably aware by now, we leaked information to all of our prisons with the expectation you would split into two groups.” 
 
    “That bastard,” Kurvara said, gripping her rifle so hard her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “Your leader is no longer on this planet. He was evacuated yesterday. If you want him, you’ll need to prepare a military force far stronger than the one at Hucara. I’ll even give you a month. This ball has the coordinates of where Valin is located. He’ll be moved in thirty days, although I suspect you’ll have bigger concerns at the moment,” Vorka said, then flickered away. The ball reattached itself moments later. 
 
    “He’s baiting us,” Kane said. 
 
    “Of course he is,” Travis said. “Thormatton would never sign off on this invitation by Vorka, either, and I don’t think we should.” He crushed the ball in his metal hand, causing sparks to fly. “So this is useless.”  
 
    “He’s hoping we do this so he can achieve victory faster. He knows this war will go on for many years,” Kane said. 
 
    “What do you think he meant about us having bigger concerns right now?” Kurvara asked. 
 
    “I was expecting an ambush, but there doesn’t seem to be anything here,” Kane said. 
 
    A sudden realization hit Travis. “Oh no,” he said with horror in his voice. He yanked his commlink off his hip and was about to activate it when a voice came out instead. 
 
    “Travis, this is Terminus. We’ve walked into a trap. We’re stuck in Nova and under heavy fire. I repeat: we’re stuck in Nova and under heavy fire.” The voice exploded from his commlink. 
 
    “We’re on our way!” Travis said. 
 
    Terminus yelled out his response over the sound of gunfire. “Be advised that we’re stuck in a force field with no way out. We need reinforcements.” There was a brief pause with more gunfire. “We need a way out of this field!”  
 
    “I’ll get air support to take it down,” Travis said, then switched channels to the fleet. “Admiral Ackbora, this is Travis. Do you copy?” 
 
    “I hear you loud and clear, Travis.”  
 
    “Launch bombers to Nova now. We have a group stuck in a force field and in need of immediate assistance,” Travis said. 
 
    “Got it, sending bombers now,” Ackbora said. 
 
    “One last thing: get some transports over here. We need to support them once that field goes down,” Travis said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now!” Layla yelled, chucking a grenade at a group of nearby warriors. Two soldiers did the same thing. 
 
    Smoke and screams erupted as the grenades exploded, filling the area with dust. Layla peeked, seeing a few warriors that were blown apart. A couple lay sprawled on the ground, trying to get back up. She put them out of their misery with some well-placed bullets. 
 
    A soldier went to grab his comrade on the ground and was shot in the throat. He clutched the wound as blood seeped through his hands. At that moment, a couple more lasers pierced his head as he rolled on the ground. 
 
    “Fighters incoming!”  
 
    The Alliance soldiers roared in excitement as bombers headed straight toward them. 
 
    Blade felt relief flood through him. Their casualties were growing, and he wasn’t sure how much longer they could hold this position. He was surprised that the warriors weren’t stopping their advance. They didn’t seem to be afraid of the bombers at all. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Blade to figure out why that was the case. He looked up to see the bombs detonate on the force field. There were the sounds of an explosion, but nothing happened to the field.  
 
    How was it possible? Blade thought. Force fields took a lot of power. Even at Hucara, the Prazore fleet had to stay close and have generators on multiple ships. This was a city without enough power to generate this field. Wait a second… Avril sensed something underground. They put the generators underground! he realized, which meant there would be no way to destroy them from inside. 
 
    The bombers circled around a couple more times, dropping bombs in the same area to no effect. Terminus took out his commlink. “Pull the bombers back. We’ll need to find another way out of here,” he said, not knowing what that other way could be. 
 
    “We’ll try using our warships to take out that shield,” Ackbora said. 
 
    “Roger that. We’ll look for another way,” Terminus said, putting his commlink back on his hip. He had a feeling the field was designed just like the ones at Hucara. If that was the case, they would need to find a weakness to get out. 
 
    Avril yanked her sword out of a warrior’s chest. She was breathing heavily, and her sword was starting to get heavy. “We need to head back to the force field and take positions in the buildings. That way, we only have to worry about three sides instead of all.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Terminus said. “Pull back! I repeat: pull back! We’re heading back to the force field!” 
 
    Blade was thrown back by a nearby explosion. His lungs filled with dust, causing him to cough as he tried to draw in fresh air. A warrior walked up to him. Then a splash of warm blood spattered all over him as bullets ripped through the warrior. 
 
    Layla grabbed his arm and pulled him up. “We’re pulling back to the force field. Are you okay?” 
 
    “F—” Blade started to say before coughing again. “Fine,” he managed to get out between coughs. 
 
    She let go of his arm as two more warriors ran at them. She blasted both with her rifle. “We need to move now, or we’ll be trapped.” 
 
    Blade summoned all the magic he could muster, feeling energy course through his body. His lungs cleared, and his breathing became controlled again. “Let’s go, then.”  
 
    Soldiers ran back as Terminus, Avril, and a few others covered the retreat. With all the warriors firing their weapons at them, it was not an easy task. A few unlucky soldiers got hit as they tried to take cover. 
 
    Blade and Layla were some of the last ones to arrive. Blade looked behind and saw a familiar figure. Warlord Vorka! he thought, which caused him to stop running. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Layla asked. 
 
    He ignored her as rage started building up inside of him. This bastard was the reason this war started in the first place. If he could kill him right now, he could severely cripple the Prazore. He aimed his rifle at him, ignoring Layla’s pleas to run. He had Vorka’s head right in his sights. He pulled the trigger. 
 
    Instead of hitting Vorka as he intended, the warlord ducked a split second before the bullet would have pierced his skull. “What!?” Blade said, then fired again with the same result. He must be using magic to sense the bullet. It scared him to think of the possibility of warriors learning magic. No, there hasn’t been a single warrior with magic yet. He took out his sword. 
 
    Layla grabbed his arm. “What are you doing? We need to go, now!” 
 
    Again, he ignored her. He was not going to miss this opportunity. He broke from her grip, charging straight at the warlord, who was watching him. A slight smile formed on his lips. That only pissed Blade off more. 
 
    A couple of warriors engaged him. “Nothing is getting in my way!” Blade said as he cut through both warriors with ease. He felt invincible as he moved. Never before had he felt this strong. 
 
    Another warrior attacked and ended up headless as Blade kept running. He couldn’t explain what was happening to him. A clarity drove him, enhancing his strength and speed. He ducked an attack, then drove his sword into the warrior’s chest. “You can’t stop me!” he yelled, running forward. 
 
    Vorka wasn’t moving at all as Blade got closer and closer. Smiling, he just looked at the running Sentinel, for he knew that even if Blade made it that far, he’d be surrounded by too many warriors. 
 
    “Blade!” Layla said, following as closely as she could. She couldn’t let him go through with this or he’d die. “You’ll die!”  
 
    He ignored her as he kept running forward, slaying every warrior who got in his way. As long as Vorka died, it didn’t matter what happened to him. He just needed to kill this warlord. 
 
    He’s too fast, Layla thought with despair, watching as Blade got farther and farther ahead. As she kept running, something grabbed her red hair and pulled her back. She let out a yelp as it felt like her hair was about to tear itself from her skull. 
 
    She saw that it was a warrior who’d grabbed her, and he was about to stab her in the back with his staff. Layla only had a split second to react. She used all her strength to jump as high as she could. A sharp pain exploded through her right side, causing her to let out a scream of pain. Instead of piercing her chest, the staff stabbed right under her rib cage. She rolled onto the ground, trying her best to regain her composure. Blood poured out of her wound, soaking her shirt in red. 
 
    Blade was getting close to Vorka when a horrible pit entered his stomach, causing him to look back. He saw Layla on the ground, her sword and rifle a few feet from her, and she looked to be wounded. His body went cold with fear as he saw a warrior standing over her with a smile on his face as he looked down upon her. He raised his staff. 
 
    “No!” Blade yelled, raising his hand in instinct. 
 
    The warrior’s staff froze in mid-air as he tried to split Layla’s skull. A look of confusion came across his face as he tried to push his staff down. The warrior tried to use a defensive magic ability to counter Blade’s hold, but it did nothing. Without thinking, Blade closed his fist, causing the staff to shatter like glass. 
 
    Layla looked up at her attacker, shocked at what she just witnessed. Blade was too far to do that, yet he’d somehow done it. Layla had never seen anyone overpower a warrior as Blade was doing now. 
 
    It didn’t stop the warrior for long. He reached for his Shiriik. Then, like his staff, it stopped, unable to move anymore. Blade was walking forward, his hand still outstretched. There was an anger in his eyes that Layla had never seen before. 
 
    “You… will not kill her,” Blade said as his fist tightened further. 
 
    At that moment, the warrior’s armor started closing in on him. His eyes widened as he struggled to breathe, his armor caving in tighter and tighter as each second passed. Blood seeped out of the warrior’s mouth as he gasped for air. 
 
    Layla could hear the warrior’s ribs starting to break as the armor kept getting tighter. Not long after, she heard them all break. She watched as the warrior fell to his knees, trying anything he could to breathe. Then he stopped moving as all life left him. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Blade to reach her side. “Are you okay?” he asked as she put her arm on his shoulders. 
 
    Layla grimaced in pain, her free hand pushing down on her wound. “I think so,” she said. 
 
    “Over here!” someone yelled from a nearby building. 
 
    Blade watched as more Prazore headed his way. Vorka was still there, but Layla was more important, and this was Blade’s fault for putting her in danger. She was only trying to stop him from doing something stupid. Just like my father said… 
 
    “Gah!” Layla grunted as she tried to move on her own. Typically, magic could temporarily nullify the pain and allow a person to walk, even with an injury like this. The fact that she was struggling meant her wound was more serious than she thought. 
 
    “We need to get that looked at,” Blade said, not able to hide the concern in his voice. He had to get her to safety, but there was no way to make it to the building in time. 
 
    Before any warriors came close, someone jumped in front. Her white-silvery hair flowed with the wind as she took out three warriors within seconds. “I’ll cover you,” Avril said as she intercepted a staff with her sword, then countered by slitting the warrior’s throat. 
 
    “Thanks,” Blade said, picking up Layla and running toward the building. He could tell something wasn’t right with her, and that was worrying him. 
 
    Avril saw a couple of warriors try to run past her. She ducked an attack, stabbed that warrior in the chest, yanked her sword out, and raised her free hand toward the two warriors running at Blade. Two good-sized rocks collided with each warrior’s knee, breaking them. She then took both their heads off with a single strike. 
 
    Blade felt his body starting to shake, not due to anger, but due to fear and regret. This was all his fault. Had he just listened to Layla, she wouldn’t have been hurt. He could feel her life slipping away as her breaths came out deep and ragged. Her face was turning pale as her eyes kept closing before snapping open. 
 
    “Stay with me. Do not fall asleep!” Blade said, pouring as much magic as he could into her and hoping it would keep her from passing out. He looked behind, watching as Avril retreated now that he’d made it to the building. Behind her were dozens of warriors. How long could they survive before being overrun? How long? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto stood at the bridge, anticipating the battle for the Empire. This mission could decide the fate of this war, for if the Empire remained on the Prazore’s side, there would be no chance of victory. 
 
    Next to him was Admiral Nukan, who stared into space with his cold blue eyes. 
 
    “Have you ever beaten a Prazore fleet?” Mutieto asked. He was pretty sure he knew the answer, but he had to know. 
 
    Nukan’s eyes shifted to him. “Small victories. This will be our biggest engagement since Hucara.” 
 
    That didn’t inspire confidence. Before the battle for Hucara, Mutieto had been against the plan to defend it when an attack looked imminent. If it had been up to him, he would have attacked first, then retreated if the attack started out poorly. Hopefully, it would be different this time. 
 
    “We have confirmation that the Empire has engaged the Prazore,” a technician said, looking over at Nukan. 
 
    “Good. Now we wait. Prepare our fleet for warp space. We’ll be leaving soon,” Nukan said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You know we’re fighting for our survival, right?” Mutieto said. 
 
    “I know,” Nukan said. 
 
    “Let’s not lose, then.”  
 
    Nukan didn’t respond as he stared back out into space, awaiting the time to go. He waited six minutes and thirty-three seconds before giving the command. 
 
    “Get us over there,” Nukan said. 
 
    “On it!”  
 
    The ship lurched as it entered warp space. It would only take a minute to arrive. As the Alliance fleet exited warp space, Mutieto saw how the battle was going. The Prazore fleet had moved into positions to prevent the Empire’s force from retreating. 
 
    Mutieto couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. The Prazore had not expected them; all Prazore warships were facing the Empire. For once, something might go according to plan. 
 
    “Open fire!” Nukan said. 
 
    All Alliance warships blasted the Prazore fleet. A couple of Prazore warships were struck in the back, behind the shields, and destroyed within moments.  
 
    A Prazore warship frantically tried turning around before its engines exploded, leaving it dead in space. Moments later, it split in half as a couple of missiles detonated in the center of it. 
 
    A swarm of Alliance fighters came rushing out, meeting any Ascors headed their way. The advantage had shifted completely to the Alliance’s side. The aliens were outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and outgunned. No one dared to celebrate, not until it was officially over. There had been too many losses for them to get cocky now. 
 
    “I’m heading to the transports. I want to make sure we capture Damus,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Go,” Nukan said. “We should be able to safely transport you to the surface. I would hurry, just in case.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Mutieto said. He started running toward the hangar, praying that everything would keep going as smoothly as it was right now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll never get away with this!” a man yelled as he was forced to his knees. 
 
    Damus watched, glad that the Prazore had arrived when they did. The warriors had helped tremendously with capturing and executing traitors. 
 
    He watched most of the executions. To rule meant he must see punishment appropriate to his people, even traitors. The warrior, Kabal, raised his staff in the air and swiftly cut off the traitor’s head. The body hit the ground with a thud as his head rolled, eyes wide open and staring at Damus. 
 
    Kabal put his staff away. “That’s the last of them.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Damus said. It was not easy to thank the warrior. While he knew his actions would be seen as treason, it was for the good of the Empire. He had to keep reminding himself of that. If the Prazore had never invaded the galaxy, this wouldn’t have had to happen, so he still felt guilt at what he’d done and what he had to do. 
 
    His commlink went off. “Damus here.” 
 
    “This is General Pymer.” Damus couldn’t help but clench his fist nervously, but why? Pymer should be nearing defeat at the hands of the Prazore. Was he going to surrender? 
 
    “What is it, General?” Damus said. 
 
    “I am here to tell you to stand down and surrender. You’re under arrest,” Pymer said. 
 
    “On what charge?” 
 
    “The assassination of Chancellor Mikl. We know the whole story and have it all on audio. Surrender and you will not be harmed.” 
 
    How can these fools not understand the situation? Damus thought. More blood was going to have to be spilled before this was done. He knew there was no way for Pymer to see sense. 
 
    “It will be your death, General. I wish you could see that I am doing what is best for the Empire,” Damus said. 
 
    “You think killing citizens of the Empire is doing what is best? You’ve lost your damned mind!” Pymer said, anger building with each word. 
 
    “It is better than losing even more lives against the invaders! You’d rather see us as prisoners than compromise! Everything I have done was for our future. I’m not proud of it and I know I will struggle with this for the rest of my life, but we would remain the Empire! Don’t throw away your life on a fight you can’t win.” 
 
    There was no immediate reply. Damus saw Kabal speaking to another warrior about something that looked serious. He assumed it was more traitors and paid little attention to what they could be talking about. 
 
    He was about to put his commlink away when Pymer responded. “You’re wrong. I’ve brought Alliance support. Your precious Prazore are losing. You’ve lost and there is nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “The Alliance isn’t here. They are too focused on saving Valin. There’s no way they have any spare military to assist you,” Damus said. 
 
    “He’s not lying,” Kabal said. 
 
    “We were not anticipating the Alliance catching our fleet by surprise. This went against our calculations,” the other warrior, Larsono said. 
 
    “What do you mean? What are you going to do about this situation?” Damus said, barely containing his anger. He almost yelled at them before stopping himself. These were not a species to yell at, not if he wanted his plan to work. 
 
    “Our warlord anticipated a full military strike at Khaldrouth, yet it seems he was mistaken. Somehow, the Alliance has found a way to attack there and here,” Kabal said. There was no fear or concern in his voice, just a hint of respect. 
 
    “So tell me what you’re going to do about it. Surely you can call reinforcements!?”  
 
    Kabal shook his head. “No. We warriors will die. If anyone from our fleet can escape, they will, but there are no reinforcements.” 
 
    Damus paled. It was over, then; his plan to save the Empire was over. Not only was he going to be branded a traitor, but he’d be executed. These warriors didn’t care about their own lives, but he wasn’t ready. So this is how the Empire falls: stupidity and ignorance. 
 
    “I assume you’ve heard the news by now. Are you ready to surrender?” Pymer asked. 
 
    Damus didn’t respond. There was no point. The commlink dropped from his fingers, clattering as it hit the ground. To make sure Pymer knew he wasn’t surrendering, Damus smashed it with his foot. 
 
     
 
      
 
    Mutieto’s drop pod smacked into the station. He jumped out, along with his squad and other troops from other pods. 
 
    The moment his feet touched the ground, he raised his sword in time to block some incoming fire. 
 
    The soldiers returned fire, taking out a few warriors. Mutieto saw a few warriors who looked confused that their armor wasn’t blocking the bullets like before. Seems word hasn’t spread yet. That’s good, Mutieto thought. It was only a matter of time before it did, but for now, it was a blessing. 
 
    “Mutieto, this is Pymer. Are you in the station yet?” 
 
    “I am. We’ve engaged the enemy. There aren’t too many in here,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Good. I have Damus’s location. He’ll have some warriors with him. I assume you can handle that?” 
 
    “I’ll grab some men and get him. Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s not far from where you landed. If you go straight, take the first door on your right, run to the end of the corridor, and take a left, he should be in one of those rooms,” Pymer said. 
 
    “On it,” Mutieto said, returning his commlink to his belt. He shouldn’t have to bring too many with him. “You four, follow me,” he commanded. 
 
    “Where are we going?” one of the soldiers asked. 
 
    “We’re arresting Damus,” Mutieto said, running forward. He wondered why Damus wasn’t running. 
 
    He ran through the door to the right, surprised to see no warriors yet. Mutieto kept his sword in hand, tensing every time a door opened. This corridor had some good spots to hide, and he knew that the warriors loved close-quarters combat. 
 
    Surprisingly, there were no traps. All of them made it to the end of the corridor quickly and took a left. A few steps in, Mutieto could sense three figures in the room ahead. Hope there aren’t any more, he thought, motioning with his hand to stop. 
 
    “If you see any warriors in there, fire at will. Do not fire on Damus,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Understood, sir.”  
 
    The soldiers raised their rifles, ready to open fire once they went through the door. Mutieto stepped forward and opened the door. 
 
    A flash of anger crossed Damus’s face as he saw who entered. The warrior’s fired at them with their staffs. 
 
    Mutieto’s sword flashed as it intercepted six energy bolts. While he did that, the soldiers returned fire, killing the two warriors. 
 
    “It’s over, Damus! Surrender,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Damus began, his face contorting in distress. “This was the only way to save the Empire,” he said, his voice rising with each word. “There is no stopping them. Your Alliance is history, no matter what you do, and now you’re taking the Empire with it!” he yelled the last bit, spit flinging from his mouth. He grabbed his pistol but didn’t raise it. 
 
    “Put down the gun and surrender. There is nothing you can do,” Mutieto said, raising his left hand. He was too far away to yank the gun out of his hand with magic. He just needed to get a little closer. 
 
    Damus stood there, shaking his head as he debated his options. “No! I refuse!” he yelled, pointing his gun at Mutieto and firing two shots. 
 
    It happened so fast that he almost didn’t block the bullets. He heard the ping as the bullets hit his sword and split in half. Luckily, the ricochets didn’t hit anyone. 
 
    Mutieto ran forward, reaching out his hand to yank Damus’s gun out of his hand, but it was too late. Damus raised the gun to his head. 
 
    “No, don’t!” Mutieto said running forward. 
 
    It was too late. Damus pulled the trigger. Blood spattered the floor, along with his lifeless body. Mutieto felt the life leave him within seconds of being shot. 
 
    “Dammit,” Mutieto said as he kneeled next to the body to make sure he was dead. He sighed as he took out his commlink. “Damus is dead, along with most of the warriors.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade pushed everything off the nearest table and put Layla on it. She was grunting with pain. He looked at her wound. It didn’t look that bad, so why was she dying?  
 
    “This is my fault,” Blade said, trying his best to remain calm. 
 
    “Gah!” Layla yelled out as her hands pressed against her wound. “P-Poison,” she said weakly, her breathing getting heavier. 
 
    “What?” Blade asked stupidly. Poison wasn’t something he’d seen any warrior use before. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. It took a lot of her strength to utter those words. She was struggling to breathe, and each gasp hurt more than the last. Her whole body shook. 
 
    What can we do? What if this is a specific counter to our magic abilities? I can’t let her die, not for my mistake! Blade thought, feeling the terror taking over. There were no medics in this building, and it would be hard to get any over here. 
 
    Layla closed her eyes, putting both of her hands slightly above the wound. “I-I’m too weak. Help me… push it out,” she said. The poison made it impossible for her to focus on magic to push it out herself. 
 
    He put his hands on the wound. Healing was never his forte. What could he hope to do? “I’m so sorry, Layla. This is my fault,” Blade said, feeling his throat growing tighter with each word. Never before had he regretted doing something so much. 
 
    “You can… do it,” Layla said. She wanted to comfort him but knew that would waste precious time—time she wasn’t sure she had.  
 
    Then his lessons from Mutieto flashed across Blade’s mind. 
 
    “When healing, keep calm. The calmer you are, the more control you have. If you act irrationally, you could do more harm than good. You need to push all emotions away—trust me. If you do this, you’ll save someone’s life, maybe someone you care for.”  
 
    “Okay, here goes,” Blade muttered, more to himself than anyone else. He took a couple of deep breaths. He could feel her energy fading as her breathing became even more ragged. He could do this. He had to. 
 
    He felt the poison in her body. If he could force the poison out of her wound with the blood…  
 
    Blade heard a barrage of gunfire outside the house, accompanied by explosions—a distraction that he couldn’t worry about right now. He blocked it out, focusing purely on the poison. 
 
    A strange feeling encompassed him. Fear, anger, happiness. It all disappeared. He was no longer concerned about Layla’s fate, the battle outside, or anything else around him. All he could see was the poison as he pushed it toward the wound. Nothing else mattered but directing this stream of poison out. It was as if this poison had become the most important thing in his life. 
 
    Blade had never felt such calmness. This was something he wished he could do all the time. It was enlightening, peaceful, even though the woman he loved was so close to death. It felt like hours had passed when it couldn’t have been more than five minutes. Then it was over. He felt the poison leave Layla’s body. 
 
    As soon as the poison was gone, everything came rushing back. The fear of losing her, the fighting going on outside, and his regret. He wondered if he’d ever feel that amount of peace again. He looked at her wound, seeing a mixture of green in the blood that had poured out. 
 
    He looked around and found a container. It would be good to see what this poison was made of so the Alliance could develop a cure if this became more common. He poured out a bottle of pills and scooped in some of the blood.  
 
    Layla’s breathing had returned to normal, although she was sweating and breathing deeply. “Thanks,” she said. Her body stopped shaking. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should have listened to—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Layla interrupted. “I don’t blame you. I was the one not paying enough attention to my surroundings.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You know that’s not true. It’s my fault, even if you don’t agree.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about this… in a bit.” Layla winced as she tried to get up. “Get back to the fight. I need to rest a bit.” 
 
    “All right. I won’t be far,” Blade said. 
 
    He walked to the front of the building to meet everyone else. So far, nobody had been hurt and everyone was shooting, taking cover, shooting, rinse and repeat. He had no gun to pick up, as he’d lost it when saving Layla. It looked like the warriors were slowing their advance. Was it a good thing or a bad thing? He didn’t know. Probably bad. 
 
    A few bolts of energy shot through the window, causing glass to shatter across the floor. Blade saw a couple of warriors moving toward his building. None of them made it closer than thirty feet as bullets tore through their torsos. 
 
    I’m useless right now, Blade thought. Instinctively, his hand wrapped around the hilt of his sword. He had half a mind to charge out there, grab a gun, and come back. That thought didn’t last long; even he knew how stupid it was. Have I not learned what happens if I do something like that? Someone could get killed following me. 
 
    “I’m running low on ammo. Anyone have a spare magazine?” a soldier asked as he dropped his last magazine to the ground. 
 
    “I do,” Blade said. He reached into his vest, pulling out his last two magazines. “Here.” He tossed them over. 
 
    “Thanks,” the soldier said, jamming in one of the mags. 
 
    “Anyone else low on ammo?” Blade asked. 
 
    An explosion went off near the building, causing them all to duck or fall as a bit of smoke and dirt blew through the broken windows. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Blade sent all the smoke back outside. Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any warriors nearby. 
 
    “We’re all getting low on ammo,” a soldier said as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Not good,” Blade muttered. He didn’t know why he even asked. Not like he had any more to provide. 
 
    All of a sudden, the warriors stopped their advance and moved back. None fired their weapons anymore. “What are they doing?” Blade said. 
 
    Nobody answered, and Blade watched as the warriors moved out of firing range. This can’t be good, he thought. It reminded him of Hucara. The Prazore had retreated only to return with a tank with incredible armor. Not even an RPG was able to penetrate it. If they had one here, there was no way they could destroy it. 
 
    Blade took out his commlink. “Anyone else seeing this?” 
 
    “Yes, remain focused. This is far from over,” Terminus said. 
 
    “That’s obvious,” Layla said as she walked into the room. 
 
    “You should be resting!” Blade said. 
 
    “We’re trapped and under attack. No time for that,” Layla said. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Avril asked over her commlink. 
 
    “Nobody leaves their building. Keep watch for now. We’ll count this as a blessing,” Terminus said. 
 
    It would truly be a blessing if our fleet could figure out a way to destroy that damned force field, Blade thought. Nothing had worked, and he doubted this lack of fighting would last much longer. He had no doubt the Prazore had a plan. 
 
    “Maintain radio silence for now. I’ll update on our next steps soon,” Terminus said. 
 
    “Suppose we’ll just sit here and watch,” Layla said. 
 
    “Nothing else we can do,” Blade said. 
 
    “Actually, Blade, can I talk to you in private?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Can it wait?” 
 
    “There may not be another time,” Layla said. 
 
    That was when he knew this was important. Blade nodded. “We’ll be back.”  
 
    He followed her into the room he’d placed her in. Layla closed the door behind him. 
 
    “What’s up?” Blade asked. 
 
    “I want you to be honest with me. Do you think we can get out of this?”  
 
    “I’m sure we—” 
 
    “Please be honest,” Layla said. 
 
    He opened his mouth, then shut it again as he truly thought about it. The Prazore backing off couldn’t be a good thing, and once the fighting started again, they’d likely all be slaughtered or captured.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Blade said. “If we don’t get out of this force field soon, well, I don’t plan on being a prisoner.”  
 
    “I figured you’d say that.” Layla’s words were barely above a whisper. 
 
    He didn’t miss the disappointment in her voice. He heard something else, too. It took him a moment, but he recognized it as regret. “You know it’s my fault you got injured. You shouldn’t blame yourself. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Layla said as she brushed her red hair aside. “I don’t blame you or myself for that. I-I just don’t want to die yet. I thought I accepted death a long time ago, but now that’s it’s here…” 
 
    “We knew what we signed up for. I don’t want to die, either, you know.” He was puzzled by Layla’s reaction. Layla had been near death almost as many times as he had. Why was she so fearful now? 
 
    “It’s different now. Five years ago, death didn’t scare me, not like it does now. I didn’t even know until this moment,” she said. 
 
    “You’re starting to worry me. What’s different? Did you have a vision or something?” Blade asked, a little alarmed. While visions were extremely rare, it would explain why Layla was acting so strangely.  
 
    Layla shook her head. “I’m not powerful enough for a vision.” Her hand balled into a fist. “We’ve both missed out on things thanks to the academy—things I wish I had realized sooner.” She looked into Blade’s eyes. 
 
    For some reason, it was starting to make him feel awkward. The way she was looking at him was different. “What do you regret?” 
 
    “Not doing this sooner,” Layla said, rushing up to him and kissing him on the lips. 
 
    That was the last thing he expected. Without thinking, he put his hands around her, and in that moment, Blade realized just how much he had wanted to live. He had just been so distracted with revenge and this war that he’d never paid attention to how he truly felt about her. 
 
    After ten seconds, their lips parted. Blade stared at her as he tried to process what just happened. “I take it that was what you wanted to talk about?” he said, realizing just how stupid that sounded the moment it came out. 
 
    Layla moved her hands from Blade’s neck and placed them on his chest. “Really? I kiss you and that’s what you ask?” 
 
    He felt his face warming with embarrassment. “Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting it.” 
 
    She let out a little laugh. “I’ve always wondered how you would react if I did this.” 
 
    “Did it go as you imagined?” 
 
    “No. I’ll admit that I expected a different reaction.” 
 
    “I imagine you did,” he said and kissed her again. “I remember wanting to do this when I was thirteen.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I thought you were too young then. I also wanted to focus on my training, not any kind of relationship.” 
 
    “Might have been for the best. We aren’t dead yet,” Blade said. There was no way he could let this relationship end today. “How’s your wound?” 
 
    “I’ll manage. Now that the poison’s gone, it’s not too bad. Still a bit tired, though.” 
 
    “That’s good. You need to rest before the fighting starts again.” 
 
    “I know…” Layla trailed off for a moment. She felt something different in Blade. “Are you going to try and fight Vorka?” 
 
    “No. It’s weird—you getting hurt because of me has given me a new perspective. Father warned me before this happened, and I didn’t listen, but he was right.” 
 
    “What did he warn you about?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Letting my revenge drive me like I have these past six months. He said if I continued down this path of recklessness, it would get someone I care about injured. I ignored it, not even thinking about it until it happened. I’m so sorry I didn’t see it sooner,” Blade said. 
 
    Layla gave him a hug, fighting back her tears. He was finally back. She had started to lose faith that he could come back, but she knew he wasn’t saying this to make her happy. “This isn’t over. If we get out of here, we’ll need to figure this out, okay?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’ll get us out of here one way or the other,” Blade said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” Travis said, slamming his metal fist into the ground. A bit of dust sprayed and left an imprint of his fist. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Kane said. He could feel despair starting to creep in. Blade and the others couldn’t last much longer in there. 
 
    Kurvara stood there, trying to think of some way to get past this force field. There just didn’t seem to be a way to do it. Bombs had no effect, and magic was useless. Kane had walked up to the force field to see if he could sense any weakness and found nothing. 
 
    “General Travis, do you copy?” the voice of Admiral Khalaris said. 
 
    “I copy. What’s going on?” Travis asked. 
 
    “Scouts have indicated a Prazore fleet is headed our way. We have less than thirty minutes before its arrival.” 
 
    Kane felt an explosion of rage building in Travis. It felt like he could explode with anger at any moment. 
 
    “Prepare transports to pick us up,” Travis said. 
 
    “Wait, we can’t leave them!” Kane said, alarmed that Travis would abandon so many people. 
 
    “I don’t plan on leaving anyone behind,” Travis said with a glare. “We’ll get them out, but we’ll need to have our transports ready for that moment.” 
 
    Are we really going to lose everyone in that field? Can we even do anything against the Prazore? Kane thought, staring at what seemed like an impenetrable field of energy. No, he thought as he shook his head, clearing these negative thoughts. Giving into despair will not help them. There has to be a way to get them out. There must be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” Blade yelled as the Prazore began their second assault. There were somehow more warriors than before. Where did they come from? he wondered. Seeing more warriors instead of a weapon was a little relieving. It still wasn’t good. Soon, this fight would be over. 
 
    “We need to group up. Everyone, move toward the building called Cackling Kerry’s! We’ve got a risky plan that might get us out of this,” Terminus said. 
 
    Terminus cursed the timing of this attack. He had just discovered a potential way out, and then the attack began. It was going to make it harder to get everyone together safely. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Blade to find the building. It seemed big enough to hold all the survivors. 
 
    “We’ll move together,” Blade said, wondering what the safest way over would be. He could deflect shots fired at them. Layla was injured but could still wield her sword and maybe block some that he couldn’t. 
 
    “Are you sure? I can stay back and provide covering fire,” Oren said. 
 
    “It’s better this way. Layla and I can deflect any shots that might hit us,” Blade said. 
 
    “All right then. Just say the word and we’ll start running,” Oren said. 
 
    “Good.” Blade turned to Layla. “I didn’t mean to volunteer you there. Do you think you can do it?” 
 
    She looked insulted by the question. “Of course I can. Stop worrying about me and make sure everyone gets there safely, got it?” Layla said. She would be able to help, although she was exhausted. Whatever was in that poison had also weakened her magic abilities. She should still be able to help, though. 
 
    “You’re definitely back to normal,” Blade said with a grin. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    He walked next to the door, putting his hand on the handle. Once he opened the door, it would be up to him and Layla to deflect any shots fired at them. He took a deep breath, then opened the door. 
 
    Blade ran forward, motioning for the rest to follow. Layla ran ahead of him while he stayed back to protect the rear. He was happy to see Terminus and his group pinning down the enemy near him, making it much easier to move. 
 
    He wondered what plan Terminus had cooked up. Any plan was better than no plan, but what could possibly get them out of this mess? 
 
    A green bolt of energy hit the ground next to Blade. “Keep moving!” he said, slowing down to block a few shots from hitting any of them. Another barrage of gunfire came his way. 
 
    Blade’s sword looked like a blur as it moved, magic pulsing through his body as he used it to increase his speed beyond normal human levels. There were still too many warriors for him to handle on his own. Layla was blocking any that he missed, her red hair flowing in the wind.  
 
    “We can’t do this forever!” Layla said. 
 
    Sweat built up on Blade’s face. She wasn’t wrong; soon, he would start giving out. He glanced at the group. “We bought enough time. Let’s go!” He blocked one last bolt before running. 
 
    They all made it to Cackling Kerry’s safely. Blade leaned against the store as he caught his breath. “We made it. What’s the plan?” he asked as he saw several warriors heading their way. 
 
    “We’re going to the force field,” Terminus said. 
 
    “So you do have a plan to get us out?” Layla said. 
 
    “Not me. Avril.” 
 
    “What is it?” Layla asked her. 
 
    “I’m going to manipulate the shield’s energy to open a hole,” Avril said as if it was no big deal. 
 
    “That’s crazy. You’d have to manipulate microscopic amounts of energy to do that. That’s im—” 
 
    “We have no time to argue about this. If you had my abilities, you’d understand,” Avril said, interrupting Blade. 
 
    He bit his tongue to stop himself from responding. There was no way this would work, right? Blade had never heard of anyone being able to manipulate energy that efficiently, not even masters. But what other option do we have? We can try that or stay here and die. She did deflect a missile explosion. Maybe she can do it, he realized. 
 
    “We’ve got to go now. We’ll be in the open while she does this, so we’ll either be out or dead within the next ten minutes,” Terminus said. 
 
    The only good thing was that there were no warriors coming from that direction. It should give them a couple of minutes at least without any fighting. This fight was going to end shortly if Avril’s plan didn’t work. 
 
    “We don’t have time to wait.” Terminus turned to the survivors. “This is our last chance to get out of here. Follow Avril and protect her with your life! Let’s go!” He ran with Avril toward the force field. 
 
    Blade followed suit. “Blade,” Layla said as she ran next to him, barely maintaining his pace. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If this goes wrong or only you survive, promise me you won’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Blade said, knowing that wasn’t likely. “We’ll make it out.” He tried to sound confident even though he was skeptical of Avril pulling off a miracle. 
 
    “I’m serious. I want you to think of it as my last wish. If I die, you will live and not get yourself killed, got it?” 
 
    “I could lie and say yes, but we both know I can’t keep a promise like that. Best not to go down that path.”  
 
    They made it to the force field. Blade looked behind to see warriors getting close. If this fails, it’s all over, he thought, accepting his fate. He felt exhausted. How long can I keep this up? I hope I can for the next few minutes at least. 
 
    Avril walked up to the force field. She raised both of her hands to within centimeters of the field. She could almost feel the energy pulsating from it. “I’ve never done this before. I’ll work as fast as I can,” she said. 
 
    “Everyone, in position! We cannot let them get near Avril!” Terminus yelled as the warriors came within range. 
 
    Blade went into a defensive stance, watching the warriors coming at him. There weren’t many warriors shooting from their staffs; most were running up to engage in close-quarters fighting. He glanced at Layla, seeing her determined eyes. She wasn’t showing any sign of the fear she talked to him about earlier. He could sense it, though, but it wasn’t for her; it was for him. 
 
    The first warrior came to within fifteen feet. Blade raised his left hand and let out a blast of fire. The warrior stretched out a hand to counter it. Blade smiled; he wasn’t aiming directly at the warrior, but a few feet in front of him. 
 
    Fire blasted the ground, causing dust and smoke to temporarily blind the warrior, who ran straight through, coughing as he breathed in smoke. 
 
    Taking advantage, Blade drove his sword into the warrior’s chest. He yanked the sword out and swung at the next one, cutting him from the left hip to the chest.  
 
    Layla engaged a warrior. She ducked a swing, countering with a clean slice through the warrior’s throat. She went for another warrior, who blocked her attack. 
 
    The weight of his staff pushed her back. She felt a pulsating pain from her wound. Not even magic could compensate for it that much. Layla broke off and swung for the leg. 
 
    A strong wind hit her face as she stepped back and barely dodged the staff that missed by a couple of inches. Adrenaline filled her body, which she used to attack more fiercely. Her attacks were growing stronger and faster, but this warrior was having no problems keeping up. 
 
    Blade knocked a staff away from him, rolling to the side, then stuck his sword into the back of the warrior attacking Layla. He felt surprise from the warrior, who dropped his staff as he looked at the sword protruding through his chest. 
 
    “Thanks,” Layla let out, trying her best to stand straight. 
 
    “Stay back. You’re too weak to fight right now,” Blade said, jumping forward to attack a warrior. 
 
    Layla didn’t listen and engaged the same warrior, surprising him with a cut to his leg. Blade used that opportunity to cut the arm off, and Layla finished him off by lopping off his head. 
 
    “Don’t fight,” Blade said irritably.  
 
    “I won’t let you do all the work,” she said. 
 
    More warriors came. Both were in complete sync with one another. Blade would keep the warrior focused on him, giving Layla an opening to attack, which would then give him his opening to finish it off. 
 
    Blade side-stepped an attack, swinging his sword directly at the staff, causing it to fling from the warrior’s grasp. Thinking he had an easy kill, Blade went for it when the warrior rushed forward, grabbing his arm. He felt air leave his lungs as a knee crashed into his stomach. Then he rolled on the ground as the warrior tackled him. 
 
    The warrior was on top, his hands gripping Blade’s throat. He started speaking in his own language, snarling something that Blade didn’t understand. Even if he did, there was no way he could respond. He was able to lift one of his legs and push the warrior off, right into Layla’s sword. 
 
    Before Blade or Layla could move, a warrior came out of nowhere, swinging his staff at Layla. Before the staff could make contact, a sword cleaved the arm right off, and then a magic push sent the warrior into a wall. 
 
    “Get up!” Terminus said. He raised one of his hands, catching a warrior unaware as lightning shot through his body. There was a scream of pain, then silence as smoke wafted from the now dead warrior. 
 
    Not responding, Blade jumped to his feet. He struggled to catch his breath. He really wanted to just sit down. He barely had five seconds before he was battling another warrior. 
 
    I can feel it. The energy is so small, almost nonexistent, Avril thought. She had shut out the battle, putting all her focus on this field. A warrior could come up behind her and she’d have no idea. It was something she wasn’t used to, trusting others, but there was no choice, and this was not something she could do half-assed. 
 
    She knew it was possible. All she had to do was manipulate the energy to create an opening big enough for everyone to get through. It took a special ability like hers to even sense the energy, let alone control it. Just a few more minutes. She knew she’d have it by then. 
 
    Her hands moved, and she saw a small opening appear before it disappeared a second later. Avril smiled; now she knew what she had to do to create an opening. 
 
    Avril took a deep breath, focusing on enough of the energy particles to move them at once. This was going to take a lot of her own energy to keep it open long enough for everyone to get through. She should be able to walk while keeping it open, just not for long. Her only concern was getting through and still being able to fight. 
 
    “Everyone, get ready!” Avril yelled, realizing that anyone wanting out would need to get out as soon as it opened. She didn’t think she could keep it open very long. 
 
    She couldn’t wait any longer. It was now or never. She moved both hands at once, fully outstretching her arms to the side. Avril felt the force field open. She let out a smile as people cheered. 
 
    “It’s open!” Terminus yelled. “Everyone, get out now!” 
 
    It was astonishing. Blade jumped backward, glancing at the now open force field. He would never know how she did it. It was a power he didn’t know existed. “Layla, let’s go!” He ducked a staff strike, then slit the warrior’s throat open. 
 
    Layla knocked aside an attack and ran toward the opening. It was big enough to fit three or four people at a time. Most of the soldiers had made it out by the time Blade and Layla arrived.  
 
    Sweat poured down Avril’s face like water. Her dull gray eyes squinted while her body shook from the effort to keep it open. Almost done. Just a little longer, she thought. Avril regained her vision that she’d lost while focusing on the force field.  
 
    “Can you move?” Blade asked Avril. 
 
    “B-Barely,” Avril managed to get out. She couldn’t believe how taxing this was on her body. It was something she’d need to train for so she could do this for longer periods of time. 
 
    “Then go through. We’ll be right next to you,” Terminus said. He didn’t hear her response, as gunfire started pouring in from the Prazore. His sword was a flash as he blocked any that would harm him or Avril. 
 
    Avril walked as fast as she could while keeping the field open. It was harder than she thought it would be. Her arms were starting to drop due to the strain. A moment later, Blade, Layla, Terminus, and Avril were through. The moment Terminus walked through, Avril dropped her arms and collapsed to the ground. 
 
    An unfortunate warrior who had tried to follow found himself split in half as the force field closed. There was a short scream before the warrior died. 
 
    Blade looked at the angry warriors on the other side of the field and let out a laugh. Somehow, they’d lived to fight another day. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damus’s short reign had ended. The Prazore fleet had been crushed, giving the Alliance its first major victory against the alien invaders. Mutieto was glad to have been a part of it. This was the moment when the war would turn—he just knew it. 
 
    Now that the Empire would be joining the war, the Alliance should regain lost planets. If things went well, it would hopefully annihilate the Prazore. Still, would it be enough? Mutieto knew this war was far from over. Hopefully this would be enough to win. 
 
    A few hours after the battle, the Sundry Division arrived from warp space. Luckily, it had been after the battle, which prevented any further bloodshed. Mutieto was surprised by the number of warships the group had. If the Sundry Division had been able to reinforce the Prazore, this would have been another Prazore victory. 
 
    “I thank you for coming to our aid, Admiral, Mutieto,” Pymer said, breaking Mutieto out of his thoughts. “Without your help, we’d be under Prazore rule right now.” 
 
    “It was a benefit for both of us,” Nukan said. 
 
    “I thank you regardless. I can assure you that we will join you in pushing these invaders back. Together, we can do great things,” Pymer said with more confidence than Mutieto felt. 
 
    As had been thought before Hucara, both forces might not be able to push the Prazore back. If the Yevonions joined with us, however… Mutieto mused, silently laughing at the impossibility.  
 
    “This will be the first time we’ve worked together since the Yevonion war. We prevailed then, and I have no doubt we will prevail now,” Pymer continued. 
 
    “I hope so. We can’t underestimate our enemy. Every time we thought we had an advantage, it turned out we were being played,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Not this time,” Pymer said. 
 
    “This is our first major win, you know,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “I also want to thank you, Vuzain,” Pymer said, ignoring the last remark as he turned to Vuzain. “Your information and help here were very valuable.” 
 
    “The circumstances required it and nothing more. If this was one of your usual wars, we wouldn’t be here,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We need to head back to Orlion,” Nukan said. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll get our forces together. We’ll meet up soon,” Pymer said. 
 
    “It’ll be good working with you. I imagine we’ll be talking very soon,” Mutieto said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they arrived at Orlion, Mutieto couldn’t help but smile. Orlion looked beautiful from space, and without any urgent mission, he felt a sense of peace he hadn’t felt in a long time. No more thinking of ways to escape, protect fellow prisoners, or save a nation from joining the Prazore. Relaxing for at least a few days would be nice. 
 
    As his transport flew toward the planet, Mutieto’s mind drifted. He was going to do a lot of reading about the past six months. He knew the gist of it, but he wanted details. What was lost, why, when, et cetera. He dreaded it, though, as he was afraid to see just how much ground the Alliance had lost. 
 
    The engines roared as the ship thudded to the ground. Mutieto walked out to the sight of Master Anorn and Imperator Thal.  
 
    “Congratulations!” Anorn said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “We received word that Damus is no longer in power. Is he alive?” Thal asked. 
 
    “He’s dead. We’ve also secured an alliance with the Empire,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Good. We’ll have to work out the details, but I am happy to see they will join us now. Hopefully this signals a change in this war,” Thal said. “Good work.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help, especially after Hucara and being locked up for so long,” Mutieto said, scratching his beard. “I do have some questions, if either of you wouldn’t mind answering.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anorn said as they started walking toward the academy. “You’ve been out of the loop for a while.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Mutieto said as he followed along. “I didn’t get much detail, but how is Blade doing?” 
 
    It was slight, but Mutieto sensed a bit of concern before the emotion disappeared. “He’s been promoted to Sentinel. Shortly after Hucara, Blade, Kane, and a few other students were promoted and shipped out,” Anorn said. 
 
    There was a slight pause. “I take it there is more to it than that, at least regarding Blade?” 
 
    “Yes. He didn’t take your disappearance well,” Anorn said as he struggled with what to say next. 
 
    “I expected him to be emotional. Did he do anything stupid?” Mutieto asked as he pushed the issue. 
 
    “Yes,” Thal said. “You’ll be able to speak to him about it soon.” 
 
    “He’s on his way back?” Mutieto asked, feeling a slight twinge of excitement. 
 
    “He should be,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Well I hope so,” Mutieto said, pausing for a moment. There was something bothering him. “Why did you promote him and let him fight, knowing he was in a bad emotional state?” 
 
    “We couldn’t afford not to. We’ve been getting pounded. Keeping him behind wasn’t an option,” Anorn said. 
 
    That made him a little angry. “He’s just a kid. Sending an angry, vengeful kid into a warzone isn’t going to be helpful.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns, but we took precautions,” Anorn responded defensively. “We made sure to keep him with Kane or Layla, which I would say is going well. We knew he’d sneak out anyway, so why try to stop him?” 
 
    “You have a point,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Besides, he’s not a kid anymore. He’s seventeen, close to being an adult. After many discussions, we decided this was the safest course of action,” Anorn said. 
 
    He’s right, Mutieto thought, his anger fading as fast as it had begun. “At least you were smart about it. I wouldn’t have argued against that because you’re right. He would have gotten involved one way or the other.” 
 
    There was a brief silence as they walked. Mutieto looked around, realizing just how empty the academy was. They really were spread thin. What used to be such a lively area was quiet. A pang of sadness shot through him as he realized that many wouldn’t return. 
 
    “When will he be returning? You sounded like you had a time frame,” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “I don’t have an exact time. We sent an attack force to rescue Valin. We won’t hear anything until they leave the planet,” Thal said. 
 
    “All right.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Thal said before Mutieto could walk away. “Did you learn anything while imprisoned?”  
 
    “I did,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Would you mind telling us what you’ve learned?” Thal asked. 
 
    “Of course. Let me get some food and meet you in the council chambers in an hour?”  
 
    “We can do that. We’ll meet you there in an hour.” 
 
    “See you then.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane wracked his brain, struggling to come up with a way to get through the force field blocking their path. It wouldn’t be long before Prazore reinforcements arrived.  
 
    “We’ve got twenty minutes until we have to leave,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “I know!” Kane said angrily. 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself for this situation. It could have been us in there as well if we did things differently,” Kurvara said, resting her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “But it’s not. It’s them, and all their lives will be forfeited if we don’t figure this out soon. I-I refuse to leave them in there. We don’t really know how the Prazore treat their prisoners.” Kane clenched his fist. He took deep breaths to calm himself down. Letting himself get emotional wasn’t going to help. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave them behind, either. No one does. If we had more time, I’m sure we could figure out a way to get our people out of there,” Kurvara said, not entirely believing what she was saying. Everyone in that force field could be dead before Prazore reinforcements even arrived. 
 
    That force field is underground. If we had a day, we might be able to access the underground generators, Kane thought. It was the only way he could think of, and that would be too late, even if they had a day. These aliens really thought out their plans. He stared at the force field, willing it to go away. As if to answer his desire, a portion of the field opened. What!? he thought as he saw Alliance personnel running through the opening. 
 
    “Look there!” Kane yelled. 
 
    “An opening?” Kurvara asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    “We need to support them!” Kane said, running forward. 
 
    They had been close to the field, not even fifty feet away. As Kane got closer, he realized how the field had opened. Avril had her arms outstretched, channeling magic into the force field. Once she walked through the field, her arms dropped and she fell to her knees, gasping for breath. 
 
    How did she do that? he wondered. He made a mental note to ask her later. Now it was time to get the hell out of here. 
 
    “Help them to the transports!” Travis commanded. He put his arm around an injured soldier to help him walk. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kane asked Avril as he reached out to help her up. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, yanking her arm away. 
 
    “Let me help you.”
“I don’t need anyone’s help. Help someone who needs it,” Avril said. She got up and started walking toward the transports. She struggled to maintain a decent pace, but that didn’t stop her. 
 
    “Don’t mind her,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane looked at his friend, covered in blood and dirt. His vest had various cuts all around, but he didn’t look injured, at least. “I’m glad you made it safely,” he said, then saw that Layla had her hand around her side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just hurts like a bitch,” Layla said. 
 
    Blade and Layla glanced at each other. Kane knew at that moment that something had changed. Interesting, I was beginning to think it would never happen, Kane thought. “Let’s get you out of here and get that looked at.” 
 
    “Yes please,” Layla said. 
 
    “Did you find Valin?” Blade asked, although he knew the answer. 
 
    Kane shook his head, confirming what Blade suspected. “Dammit. We lost again,” Blade said. 
 
    “Right now, we need to get out of here. We have ten minutes until reinforcements arrive,” Kane said. 
 
    Blade helped Layla into a transport, then sat next to her. The escape was bittersweet. No matter which way he looked at it, this was another loss, another step back. Was there any way they could push the Prazore back?  
 
    The transport lifted off the ground, flying toward the capital ships. Blade looked back at Khaldrouth, glad he was leaving this godforsaken planet. Too many people had lost their lives for nothing. The more he thought about it, the more it pissed him off. Things will change. We can’t lose forever.  
 
     
 
      
 
    The council chamber was empty except for Anorn and Thal. Mutieto had expected more people to be in here. He felt like he was walking into an interview as he sat across from Thal and Anorn. 
 
    “I apologize for the rush on this,” Thal said. 
 
    “We’re at war. It’s also something we should have done before I left,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “If you weren’t so damn stubborn…” Anorn said. 
 
    “Sorry. I do think my information will prove valuable.”  
 
    “I believe you. Start however you’d like,” Thal said. 
 
    What to start with? “I suppose I’ll start at the beginning,” Mutieto said after pondering it for a few seconds. “I was brought before Warlord Vorka. I believe that is equivalent to supreme general in terms of rank. I learned a lot from him about their culture and why they attacked us.” 
 
    Anorn leaned forward, listening intently. Information on why these aliens attacked was somewhat of a mystery. While at Hucara, Vorka did say he wanted a united galaxy, but that was the only thing anyone knew about their reasons for invading.  
 
    “What we were told at Hucara was the main reason: to unite the known galaxy under one ruler. What I did learn was that he wants to integrate everyone into Prazore society, not slavery.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” Thal asked. 
 
    “I do. Vorka was very passionate when talking about this. In fact, it was the most emotion I saw out of him,” Mutieto said, coughing a little before continuing. “I learned a bit of their history. It seems an unknown species known as the Karnvarians attacked them, sparking a seventy-year war.” 
 
    “Seventy years? That’s a long war,” Anorn said. 
 
    “It is. I learned a bit from talking to guards or fellow prisoners. When the Prazore were beating them, as a last desperate act, the Karnvarians let loose some sort of poison. Not just on one planet, but hundreds. Each planet lost all signs of life, forcing an evacuation that brought about a crisis for them. The Karnvarians eradicated their own race, but the poison didn’t kill any Prazore, just the planet’s infrastructure, like food, water, plants, and so on. There were some planets that weren’t affected. It forced them to expand, search for new planets to occupy. Before that war, they were a peaceful race. With the generations that grew up with the war, it changed them into a more violent one. In fact, we weren’t the only ones they’ve found, but we are the biggest force since their war with the Karnvarians. Not once have they lost a war.”  
 
    Anorn looked thoughtful as he absorbed what Mutieto had said so far. “We know their motives at least. I’m surprised there wasn’t a deeper motive,” he said, resting his chin on the palm of his hand. 
 
    “The prisoners that had been captured were all put into education camps to learn about Prazore leadership, politics, and their ways of life. While we did have to do some manual labor, it was more like a job.” 
 
    “Were you making weapons?” Thal asked. 
 
    “No. We made beds, did some farming…” He stopped as he thought about the things he did. “Nothing weapons-related. Some people did make armor.” 
 
    “Hm, suppose that makes sense. No reason to arm your prisoners,” Thal said. 
 
    “I imagine this isn’t news, but I know their leader is called a supreme overlord. Shiviath is their current one.”  
 
    “We have heard the name. Judging from what we’ve heard, we knew he was highly ranked. Do you have a description?” Anorn asked. 
 
    “I only saw a hologram. If the hologram I saw wasn’t modified, he was the biggest Prazore, at least physically. He was at least seven feet tall and had a large scar on the right cheek, all the way up to his forehead. Pale gray eyes, bald. Physically, he’s built like a mountain. Pure muscle,” Mutieto said, trying to think of anything else to describe him. 
 
    “Do you believe he’s the strongest warrior?” Thal asked. 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Mutieto said. “These aliens are all about strength, both physically and mentally. From what I learned, a leader can be replaced via personal combat to the death.” 
 
    “Really? Just challenge someone, kill them, and you get their position?” Thal asked incredulously.  
 
    “There are some restrictions,” Mutieto said, taking a drink of water before continuing. “The challenger has to be close to that promotion. A lowly grunt couldn’t challenge Shiviath or Vorka, for example. If a grunt even tried, he would be executed for stupidity.” 
 
    “How are we losing a war to aliens that decide their leadership with combat?” Anorn asked. 
 
    “Like I said, their leaders don’t just use strength to get into these positions. While I was never able to confirm it, there seem to be shady things that happen to rivals, especially ones that don’t seem intelligent,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Like our politics. Well, almost. Minus the killing each other part,” Anorn said with a chuckle. 
 
    A screeching noise caused them to look at the council doors, which opened, revealing a Sentinel, Davois. “Sorry to interrupt. We’ve heard back regarding Valin’s rescue mission,” Davois said. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Thal said, standing up. 
 
    “All I was told was that the mission was a failure. They should be here within the next ten minutes.”  
 
    “Thanks. We’ll go out and meet them,” Thal said before turning back to Mutieto. “I do have further questions. It’ll just have to wait for now.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t answer them right now anyway,” Mutieto said, not quite able to hold back a smile, even after hearing the bad news. “I’m not missing Blade for anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a strange feeling. They’d lost again—another victory for the alien invaders. Yet Blade wasn’t focused on that. His mind kept replaying the kiss with a sprinkle of regret. At first, he felt the adrenaline leave his body. Then exhaustion set in, but he felt no anger at the failure. His desire for vengeance seemed to be gone as well. In fact, he was feeling a bit happy. 
 
    So far, neither Blade nor Layla had spoken about their kiss. Sitting next to Layla was both awkward and comforting. Never had he felt this weird around her before. What would happen next? 
 
    “Did I make a mistake?” Layla asked quietly. 
 
    “Not at all,” Blade replied. What should he say next? “I’m glad you made the move. Just surprised is all.” 
 
    A look of relief spread across her face. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I knew you wouldn’t do it anytime soon, not with your desire for revenge, among other things.” Layla’s face dropped a little. “I also thought we were going to die. I didn’t want to die without you knowing how I felt.” 
 
    Those words hit him hard. Before now, he hadn’t realized just how focused he was on his vengeance. Even after speaking to his father, he would wake up thinking about fighting. Hell, he dreamed about it, too. It had almost cost Layla her life, and he’d shut himself out of everything else. He couldn’t help but feel guilty about it. How did she put up with it for so long? Blade wondered. 
 
    “Would you… have kissed me if you knew we’d live?” Blade asked. 
 
    Layla’s face flushed red, although she made no attempt to hide it. “Probably not,” she admitted. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. I’m just not sure how much longer I could have waited.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Blade said, knowing it didn’t mean much. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For being so selfish. I’ve been ignoring everyone’s advice. Before this whole war began, I was starting to think about it more seriously. Making a move.” He said that last bit as Layla looked confused. “Then we found out about the Prazore, so I pushed those thoughts away. Not long after, Mutieto was taken, and I didn’t think about it anymore.”  
 
    “What stopped you before?” Layla asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I didn’t know if you felt the same way. I was worried I would ruin our friendship if I tried anything.” 
 
    Before Layla could respond, the ship’s intercom went off. “We’ve arrived at Orlion. Anyone wishing to fly to the surface will need to go to the hangar. We’ll be sending ships down in the next ten minutes.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about this later,” Blade said, grabbing Layla’s hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wounded were spread across specific transports and given high priority to see medics on the ground. There were hundreds of injured soldiers and Sentinels. Most were taken care of after being back on the warships, but some were seriously wounded and needed magic to help them. The Orlion Academy had some of the best magic healers in the galaxy. 
 
    Blade helped move an injured soldier over to the medics. “You’ll be fine before you know it,” he told him. 
 
    As he was starting to walk away, Layla nudged his ribs. “Look over there,” she said, pointing at someone. 
 
    “What?” Blade asked as he looked. He saw his father and Thal. Then he saw a third person next to them. He looked very familiar. “No way,” Blade said, rubbing his eyes to make sure they weren’t playing tricks on him. His heart raced when he still saw the man there. It was too good to be true. He ran over. 
 
    “Mutieto!” Blade yelled, barely able to keep himself still. He’d returned, alive and well! Before Mutieto could say anything, Blade crashed into him with a hug. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “Long time no see,” Mutieto said, giving his former student a hug back. He could tell that Blade was taller and a bit bulkier than the last time he saw him. “You’re looking good.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you back, Mutieto,” Layla said as she walked up. She hadn’t run as Blade did, but seeing them together again, she also had a huge grin on her face. She hadn’t seen Blade this happy in a long time. 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate you taking care of Blade while I was away,” Mutieto said. 
 
    Blade broke off the hug, trying to maintain his composure. He felt overwhelmed with emotion and his throat tightened as he tried to speak. “I was taking care of myself,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” Mutieto said with a chuckle. “Congrats on being promoted to Sentinel. Wish I could have been there.” 
 
    “Thanks. So how did you escape?” Blade asked eagerly. 
 
    “I didn’t escape, at least not by myself. The White Sanctum broke me and many others out of prison.” 
 
    “No way,” Layla said in disbelief.  
 
    “I know, but it’s true. While you went after Valin, the White Sanctum provided us with valuable information, preventing the Empire from joining the Prazore,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “That’s crazy. Never thought I would see the day. Do we even know if they’ve assisted in conflicts in the past?” Blade asked. 
 
    “A long time ago,” Vuzain said, appearing out of nowhere. “I’m Vuzain, leader of the White Sanctum.” 
 
    “I’m Blade, and this is Layla.”  
 
    Vuzain just nodded respectfully, not reaching out his hand or anything else to greet them. 
 
    “Anyway, thanks for saving Mutieto. It means a lot to me,” Blade said. 
 
    “Luck was why he was rescued, so thanking me is useless,” Vuzain said. 
 
    “You just appear out of nowhere, huh?” Mutieto said before Blade could respond. 
 
    “I wasn’t that far away.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mutieto said. He’d noticed that the White Sanctum didn’t seem to have a sense of humor. He supposed it was normal for Kronesians in general to act more serious. 
 
    “Blade, grab all available Sentinels from your mission and meet us in the council chambers. We need a briefing on what happened out there,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Yes, Father.”  
 
    “We’ll talk later,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Blade said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reports came in from Khaldrouth. Vorka’s trap had worked, splitting off at least half of the Alliance force. However, an unexpected use of magic had provided an opening, allowing most of those trapped in the field to escape. That had not been part of the plan. 
 
    “Are you sure it was magic and not something else?” Vorka asked again. He’d studied magic users very heavily over the last ten years, and not once had he heard of a magic user doing anything like this. He knew how difficult it was to do simple tasks, let alone modify the tiniest bits of energy from an energy field of any kind. 
 
    “Yes, Warlord. From what I have been told, it was a female who seems to be wearing modified armor of ours. You might have seen her when we were down there. She had white or silver hair,” Yaqul said. 
 
    “I did see her when she saved that one Sentinel who was charging me. That one didn’t seem to worry about his own life at all.” 
 
    “I know the one you’re speaking of. I believe he was at Hucara, although I did not fight him,” Yaqul said. 
 
    “No matter. I want any details we have on this female,” Vorka said. 
 
    “I will look into it.” 
 
    “Any news on the Empire?” 
 
    Yaqul hesitated for a brief second before answering the question. “There are confusing reports. One thing that is consistent is that our fleet was defeated and Damus is dead.” 
 
    “What!?” Vorka said, turning around so fast he almost knocked over the chair by him. “How?” 
 
    “This is where we get some conflicting information. I have heard that the Alliance sent a fleet to assist the Empire in taking out our fleet and overthrowing Damus before he secured power. Another report I had says there was Yevonion involvement.”  
 
    There was no doubt in Vorka’s mind that this had nothing to do with the Yevonions. He had scouts in all areas of Yevonion territory. If any ship so much as crossed out of Yevonion territory, he’d know. So the Alliance had finally done something to surprise him. He’d planned for a majority of its fleet to be at Khaldrouth, not split up to help the Empire. How did the Alliance even acquire that information regarding Damus? 
 
    “That second report is wrong. Who gave you that information?” Vorka said. 
 
    “Some human spy that claims he was there. I don’t have their name on me. I can grab it, though,” Yaqul said. 
 
    “Imprison him and interrogate him. That spy is either an idiot or trying to spread misinformation.”  
 
    “It shall be done,” Yaqul said. “What makes you think it wasn’t the Yevonions?” 
 
    “I’d know,” Vorka said. 
 
    Yaqul knew better than to press the issue. He hid his irritation at not being told how. He was Vorka’s right-hand man. Why would he not tell him? “Do you need anything else?”  
 
    “No. I do want you to accompany me. The morphers have informed me that the Borealixes are ready for another test.”  
 
    Yaqul nodded as Vorka began his walk. He’d forgotten about the Borealixes. It had been a long time since the last test. From what he knew, it would take years before they could even be used against the Alliance. Hopefully this would be the final test so that mass production could begin. 
 
    Neither of them spoke as they walked toward the test chambers. Yaqul was surprised to be invited, as he didn’t get to watch the first test. While most would be envious of his position so close to Vorka, it was irritating. He wanted to join the war council and lead his own troops. 
 
    Vorka entered the code to open the test chambers. Upon entering, two morphers came to attention the moment they saw Vorka. 
 
    “Warlord,” both said in unison while bowing slightly. 
 
    “You told me the Borealix is ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Warlord. We’ve made adjustments and believe they are.” 
 
    “Would you stake your status on it?” 
 
    “Yes,” both said. 
 
    “Good. If this fails, that might be exactly what happens,” Vorka said, walking over to the cage of the beast. 
 
    It looked no different than last time: still around nine feet tall and green scales racked across its whole body, except for the stomach, which was a thick green hide. 
 
    “What changes have been made?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “We found an Ekalsu, a strong creature on one of the planets we conquered, mixed it with the Kmers, and went from there. Physically, it looks the same, but it’s not. The armor is stronger than before while its previous vulnerabilities no longer exist.” 
 
    “Ah, I do see that the armor is a little darker than before,” Vorka said as he finished walking around the cage. “Get it ready for testing.” 
 
    “Yes, Warlord.” 
 
    Vorka walked out of the room. It was time to speak to the two prisoners and prepare them for their test. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If it isn’t the warlord gracing us with his presence,” Xanos said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    “It’s time for another fight. Follow me,” Vorka said, ignoring the sarcasm. 
 
    “No,” Amalia said, standing up from where she’d been meditating. 
 
    “I’ll force you to come, then.” 
 
    “And we’ll let that monster kill us without a fight,” Amalia said defiantly.  
 
    That stopped him in his tracks. It seemed these two were smarter than he thought. “Why should I care if you fight or not?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “You’ve been using us as test subjects. This beast of yours is supposed to help you against our abilities,” Xanos said with a smirk. “We’re not going to help perfect your beast.” 
 
    “I’m sure I could persuade you,” Vorka said. 
 
    “What? You’ll give us our freedom? That’s the only way we’d agree,” Amalia said. 
 
    “I’ll tell you this. Regardless of if you agree or not, you both will fight our Borealix.”  
 
    “So you’re giving us a choice why?” Xanos asked. 
 
    “I need to know if you can beat it. Here is my proposition. I will grant you your freedom if you fight as hard as you can. If you kill it, you will be given a ship and supplies and be allowed to go anywhere you please. You will even have a forty-eight-hour window where we will not hunt you or anything. After that passes, my warriors will not hesitate to capture or kill you.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Amalia said. 
 
    “I don’t lie. Whether you believe it or not doesn’t matter to me. Will you come willingly, or do I need to get my guards?”  
 
    Amalia and Xanos looked at each other. In that brief second, it seemed they both agreed on what to do. “We’ll go willingly and kill your Borealix,” Amalia said. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Vorka said, motioning them forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are they prepared?” Shiviath asked once Vorka and Yaqul entered the room. 
 
    “Yes, supreme one,” Vorka responded with a bow. 
 
    “Good. I’m hoping it’s ready this time.”  
 
    “It’s unfortunate that our plan with the Empire failed,” Vorka said. He hadn’t talked to Shiviath since that report. He wondered what his reaction was. 
 
    “It was only a matter of time before there was a setback. It could have been worse,” Shiviath said, surprising Vorka. “If this Borealix fails to meet expectations, this could be an omen of more to come.”  
 
    “I’m confident the Borealix will do its job well,” Vorka said. For the morphers’ sake, he hoped it really was ready. Shiviath would not take failure lightly at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stay close. We need to fight together, seize any opening we see,” Amalia said, raising her sword as the Borealix barreled out of its cage. Like the last time, it sent out a bloodcurdling scream. This time, she was expecting it. What surprised her was that this creature looked the same. What improvements could have been made? 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Xanos said as he raised his own sword. 
 
    “Let’s hit its weak point like last time.”  
 
    Xanos didn’t get a chance to respond as the Borealix charged him. He dove to the side, swinging his sword just in time to intercept a claw. Had he not blocked it, he would have lost his head. 
 
    His eyes widened as a deadly claw shot toward him. He moved to the side, feeling the air as he barely evaded it. Xanos rolled over and swung with all his might at the beast’s upper arm. His sword bounced back like he’d hit another sword. That’s some tough armor! he thought. 
 
    The Borealix was focusing on Xanos, and Amalia saw an opening. She aimed her sword low, aiming for the belly, just like before. She felt her strength increase as magic flowed through her. She swung as hard as she could, hoping to split the belly open. Instead of opening a wound, her sword bounced from the stomach to the ground, causing her to lose her footing. “What?” she said, regaining her balance quickly. Its armor is stronger than last time. How great, she thought bitterly.  
 
    Xanos jumped back, holding back his scream as a claw tore through his shirt, scratching him from the belly to his chest. He could feel a hot pain where he was cut. 
 
    Amalia let loose a blast of fire, causing the Borealix to back off a few steps. “Are you all right?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    He checked his wound, breathing a sigh of relief. “It’s not deep. This thing is stronger than before,” he said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “We need to find another opening. Use magic sparingly. We’ll want to use it all to kill this thing,” Amalia said. 
 
    “Let’s send dust into its eyes.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  
 
    They whirled their hands around, causing dust from the ground to swirl. As soon as the Borealix charged, they sent it toward its face. 
 
    The dust struck the creature with force, causing it to raise its arms in defense. “Now!” Xanos said, charging forward. He swung his sword at the throat, and Amalia aimed at the other side of the throat. 
 
    The Borealix had had enough of this. It let out a loud screech, then belched acid from its mouth directly at Amalia. She was too close to completely dodge and was hit on her left arm. A little speck hit Xanos’s hand. 
 
    Amalia let out a scream of pain as the acid tore into her arm. Xanos watched as the acid melted it, smelling the stench of burning flesh. She knelt on the ground to overcome the pain. 
 
    “Amalia!” he yelled as he saw the Borealix attack with one of his claws, ready to finish her off! 
 
    She didn’t have time to dodge. Amalia raised her right arm, trying to block the blow. She wasn’t strong enough. The Borealix was far too strong for her to block with one hand. The claw knocked her sword aside and split her in half. 
 
    He couldn’t believe what he saw. Amalia was split from the chest down. He felt the life leave her the moment that claw struck her. Blood sprayed everywhere as the two halves of her body flew apart from each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is much better than before,” Shiviath said. 
 
    Vorka looked over, seeing a smile of triumph on the supreme one’s face. In a way, he was relieved to know that the Borealix was ready and that Shiviath would agree, even if Xanos somehow killed it. 
 
    “Yes. I was a bit worried with the dust, but the Borealix reacted perfectly,” Vorka said. 
 
    “It did. I look forward to seeing it in action on the battlefield. It’ll strike terror in their hearts, even those non-magic users,” Shiviath said. 
 
    Vorka didn’t respond as he watched. He was very curious to see how this was going to end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Borealix let out a roar before turning to Xanos. 
 
    Xanos’s body shook with anger. His mentor was dead. “You… bastards…” he said, although no one could hear him. “I’ll kill you. I swear I will kill you,” he yelled at the creature. I should have anticipated its sense of smell. Dust couldn’t block it out completely. How else could it react so well? I’ll kill this thing even if it is the last thing I ever do. 
 
    He had a plan. He didn’t notice until now, but the inside of the Borealix’s mouth was its weak point. All he had to do was drive his sword in there and end this. While death would be the easy way out, Xanos knew that he had to warn the Orlion Academy of this new threat. The Alliance would have to stop mass production of these monsters before it was too late. 
 
    The Borealix was tired of waiting. It charged him, causing the ground to shake slightly. Xanos was only going to have one chance at this. He focused all the magic he could into his arms. He felt his muscles tighten with increased strength. No matter what it took, he was going to win. 
 
    “Die!” he said, running toward the beast’s mouth. With amazing speed, the Borealix moved its head just enough for the sword to miss, leaving him wide open. Time slowed as Xanos saw the claw move back. It was going to split him in half, just as it did to Amalia! 
 
    He jumped with the split second he had to react, and it saved his life. He felt the claw tear into his right leg, but it missed everything else. Wincing, he used his left hand to grab the shoulder of the Borealix. In response, the Borealix bit his elbow. 
 
    The pain was overwhelming, and he felt his vision darken. His right leg had been cut off a little above the knee, and now his left arm was beyond broken. He felt teeth crushing through his bones like paper. This is my chance! 
 
    Xanos pushed with his left arm, putting everything he could into opening the Borealix’s mouth. He was just barely able to get it open. Then he jammed his right hand into the mouth, feeling the warmth of blood as his sword drove straight through the mouth and out the back of the throat. 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself from screaming in pain as he felt acid all over his right arm. He let go of his sword and slammed into the ground. Any air he’d had in his lungs was gone. He could barely see as darkness took over. He looked around, seeing blood pooling around him from all his wounds. It was odd, though; the extreme pain was subsiding fast. He couldn’t feel much of anything anymore, not even his arms. 
 
    The Borealix was dead, having fallen to the ground a few feet away. That was about the only upside to this situation. No way was Vorka going to keep his word and let him live. Besides, the deal never included medical care, either. All Vorka had to do was watch him bleed out. 
 
    It was over. He had failed to save Amalia or warn anyone about this new threat. He glanced over at his fallen mentor. Her upper body lay face-first in the dirt, and her hair was mixed with dirt and dry blood. I’m sorry, Amalia. I should have been able to save you. Now I will die, giving these aliens the satisfaction of seeing their beast succeed. He stared at Amalia’s body, wishing she would move. It was the last thing he saw as he fainted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Impressive. Sacrificing both of his arms to win. He would have made a good warrior, Vorka thought, surprised to see how the fight had ended. Xanos had earned his respect, something he had yet to give anyone in the Alliance so far. 
 
    “Impressive from both sides. I would say this test was a success. Would you agree, Warlord?” Shiviath said. 
 
    “Yes, supreme one. We should be able to begin production of Borealixes now,” Vorka said. 
 
    This had been an educational test, and not just for testing the Borealix’s abilities, either. These Sentinels were far more disciplined than he’d given them credit for. Vorka wondered how far they could be pushed before breaking. He was confident now about their physical strength, but what about the mental part? Not something he was a fan of, but it was something worth looking into. 
 
    He watched as a few of his warriors went to grab the lone survivor. Vorka would keep his word. He would have Xanos healed and his leg regrown. Then he would allow him to leave. He would warn the Alliance, of course, but a deal was a deal. Vorka would not have it be said that the Prazore did not honor their deals. It would be a long time until the beasts were ready to join the war, anyway. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vorka watched as Xanos was injected with a growth serum. Soon, his leg would grow back, although healing would be quite painful. This was intentional and a way of encouraging warriors to be more careful. 
 
    While he’d made the deal to make sure both Xanos and Amalia fought their hardest, he didn’t expect one to survive if one of them died during the test. It was also a bit surprising that Shiviath was so happy about it. 
 
    “This will show this galaxy that we keep our word. I imagine this Sentinel will be surprised when you keep it, don’t you agree?” Shiviath had said. 
 
    Vorka found Shiviath’s happiness relieving. While he had the authority to make deals like this without asking Shiviath, he hadn’t told him about his plan at all, mainly because it had been last-minute. Vorka had seen that both Sentinels were serious about letting the Borealix kill them without fighting back, which would defeat the whole purpose of the test. 
 
    The fight finished a few days ago. It had been too dangerous to put the growth serum into Xanos before his body healed further. “How long until he’s healed?” Vorka asked the nearest healer. 
 
    “He can leave now. The growth serum won’t activate for a few hours, but all his other wounds are healed,” the healer said. 
 
    “Good. Bring him out,” Vorka said. 
 
    “Yes, Warlord.” 
 
    Two warriors grabbed Xanos, helping him as he hopped on one leg out of the facility. He watched as Xanos looked at him. There was no mistaking the suspicion in Xanos’s eyes. He was waiting for some trick to prevent him from leaving. 
 
    “It is time for you to leave. Your ship is ready,” Vorka said, seeing relief wash over Xanos. 
 
    “I’m surprised. I didn’t think you would keep your word,” he said. 
 
    “We Prazore are honorable. Don’t forget that. You have forty-eight hours of protection starting the moment your ship exits the atmosphere. After that…” Vorka let the last sentence hang. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    With his head, Vorka motioned for the two guards to take Xanos to his ship. The sooner he was gone, the better. Vorka had other business to attend to. 
 
    Vorka chuckled to himself. Xanos had no idea that a few hundred meters away, in another room, was Valin. It was good that he didn’t know; otherwise, Valin would have to be moved again. He knew that someone destroyed the recording on Khaldrouth before looking at the coordinates, negating the purpose of moving him in a month. 
 
    He walked toward the room where Valin and Shiviath were. This war was changing faster than he thought. He’d learned about the Alliance’s latest weapons development, which could now penetrate Prazore armor. He knew it would happen eventually. Now he just had to tell all warriors to avoid charging headfirst like they’d been doing. 
 
    “Your military force was predictable, sending so many to try and save one person,” Vorka heard Shiviath say right as he entered the room. 
 
    Valin had a look of regret on his face. There was no doubt in Vorka’s mind that Valin truly cared about his people. If only he’d cared enough to surrender at Hucara. 
 
    “Welcome, Warlord. Take a seat,” Shiviath said. 
 
    Vorka took a seat right next to Shiviath and across from Valin. 
 
    “It’s time we discuss what to do now that the Empire is working with the Alliance,” Shiviath said. 
 
    “Do you want me to escort Valin away?” Vorka asked, cautious about discussing any plans with him here. 
 
    “No. I want him to remain with us.” 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    “Let’s begin,” Shiviath said, turning his attention back to Valin. “What do you think it would take for the Alliance to surrender?” 
 
    “This again?” Valin asked, slightly annoyed. “You’ll never get us to surrender. Nobody wants to give you control of this galaxy. As I told you before, the military won’t surrender, regardless of who’s in charge. Whoever is leading the Alliance right now is who you’d want to speak to about surrendering.” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb. You know exactly who’s in charge right now,” Vorka said. 
 
    “You’re right. I do know. Protocol puts our supreme general in charge until a new election is held. I have no power to command him in any way, even if I were to return tomorrow. I would need to be tested to see if I was still fit to lead.” 
 
    “I’m surprised your government is smart enough to do that,” Shiviath said. 
 
    “We had to learn that the hard way.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Warlord, what do you propose we do in response to this partnership?” Shiviath asked. 
 
    “I think we ignore the Empire for now. Valin is a great hostage and has already shown how much the Alliance is willing to risk to save him. I suspect they’ll do just about anything to get him back,” Vorka said. 
 
    “Good assessment. I will let you make the necessary plans. You’ve done well so far.” 
 
    “Your plan won’t work forever,” Valin said defiantly. “Before you know it, the Alliance will stop coming after me like they did on Khaldrouth.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true. For now, you’ll be remaining here. We’ll start educating you on our society. I’m sure you’re looking forward to it,” Shiviath said. 
 
    Valin’s gaze dropped as he pondered the situation. There was no situation where this ended well for him. In the best-case scenario, he would be rescued somehow, but more likely, he would die, since the Prazore had him well guarded. He kept feeling his hopelessness grow, almost causing him to despair. How could he prevent more deaths on his account? 
 
    “It’s not something you’ll have to worry about for quite a while,” Vorka said. He could see that Valin had lost much of his earlier confidence. His spirit was breaking with every update. Still, he had lasted far longer than Vorka expected him to. 
 
    “I think that is all, then. For now, we’ll use Valin against the Alliance while ignoring the Empire. We’ll have to revisit this with the war council if anything major changes,” Shiviath said. 
 
    “I will start forming a plan immediately,” Vorka said. A plan was already beginning to take shape, plans having the potential to cripple the Alliance. He knew this war would last for many years, but in the end, it would end like so many—with Prazore victory. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t fun being a prisoner. We had all been tricked so many times by Prazore traps that morale was at an all-time low. Just mentioning escape would drive people away, make them angry, and so on,” Mutieto said. 
 
    Blade sat there, listening to everything Mutieto was saying. He couldn’t help but grin. “I’m glad you made it out safely. That sounds like a depressing place to be in.” 
 
    “It was,” Mutieto said, stroking his grayish beard. “I’m proud of you for making Sentinel. I just wish I could have been there for it.” 
 
    “Thanks. The war sped up the process.” 
 
    “Even so, you were going to be promoted sooner rather than later.” A serious look came over Mutieto. “I do want to talk about something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I heard that you’ve been filled with anger and killing any warrior. Hell, you’ve been searching for it. I was told that you could tell just by looking at you. But I don’t see or sense anything like that. Did something change?” 
 
    “Ah… Uh…” Blade trailed off as he scratched his head, thinking of what to say. He couldn’t hide the shame. “I did go through a dark time. I was reckless, angry, and… Well, it almost got Layla killed.” 
 
    Layla shot him a look of curiosity. She knew that her injury had made him take a hard look at himself, but was he going to tell Mutieto that they kissed? She felt his anger fade as they kissed. She just didn’t know if it was permanent or not. 
 
    “I see. That is something you’ll have to work on. That kind of anger could have gotten you killed. I’m not going to preach. I imagine you’ve gotten a lot of that,” Mutieto said, giving Layla a wink. 
 
    She knew then that Mutieto knew what happened. She shouldn’t have been surprised, yet she was. As far as she could tell, neither she nor Blade were acting any differently. 
 
    “Trust me, I did. I also learned a valuable lesson,” Blade said, shifting his feet uncomfortably. He didn’t know why this was so awkward for him. 
 
    “That’s good. How’s the wound?” Mutieto asked as he looked at Layla. 
 
    “Almost healed. Luckily the poison had no long-term effects. Should be one hundred percent soon,” Layla said. 
 
    The chamber doors opened, and Anorn walked in alone. “Hey, Mutieto, you available?” 
 
    Mutieto glanced at both Blade and Layla. “I suppose. More questions?” he said as he stood up. 
 
    “Afraid so. We got interrupted earlier and want to finish the briefing,” Anorn said. 
 
    “All right. Best to get it over with, then,” Mutieto said with a sigh. 
 
    Layla waited for both Mutieto and Anorn to leave the room and walk out of earshot. She had wanted to speak to Blade since they left Khaldrouth. With Mutieto back, she hadn’t had a chance to, and she didn’t want to ruin their reunion. Now was her chance. “Hey, can we talk?”  
 
    “Of course,” Blade said. He could sense the anticipation coming out of her since they arrived. 
 
    “I’m sure you know what I want to talk about,” Layla said. Now that they were about to talk about it, she felt awkward, unsure how to best approach the subject. “Well, I just can’t pretend nothing happened out there.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Blade said, adding to it as she paused. “Even if I wanted to, there’s no going back to how it was before, ignoring how we feel about each other. I can’t stop thinking about that kiss, either.” 
 
    Layla breathed a sigh of relief. A huge weight had lifted off her shoulders. “I’m glad you feel the same way,” she said, inching closer to him and putting her hand on his. “So…” she began, her lips curling into a smile. 
 
    He stared into her brown eyes, mesmerized by them as they moved their heads closer together. “So,” he said right before they kissed again. After several moments, their lips parted. Layla moved over onto his lap. “I say we see where this goes. How about you?” 
 
    Layla laughed. “I think that’s a good decision, although I think we both know where this is going,” she said giving him another kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane sensed the difference between Layla and Blade. Something had changed between them while they were stuck in that force field. He was happy for them. He’d always wondered when, not if, they would get together.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Kurvara asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Kane said as he snapped out of his thoughts. He hated when that happened. “Nothing really. Just wondering what’s next.” He wondered whom he would end up with, assuming he survived long enough for that to happen.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I was! I’m also enjoying this brief period of peace.” 
 
    It was strange. He’d read plenty of stories—hell, he even knew a couple of military personnel who returned from war and started having trouble sleeping. The slightest sound could make them react as if they were under fire. Kane always assumed he’d have PTSD after a war. Sure, it hadn’t been that long since his last fight, but he’d been sleeping like a baby since returning to the academy. It was some of the best sleep he’d ever had in his life. 
 
    “How have you been since we’ve returned?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Fine, I guess. You?” 
 
    “I’ve been loving it. I wish I could stay here forever.” Kane closed his eyes as a breeze of air brushed over him. If he lay back, he would fall asleep. 
 
    She looked at him with envy in her eyes. Kurvara had been restless since returning. Sitting here and doing nothing was driving her crazy. “You’re completely fine being here out of the action?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” 
 
    “I’m jealous. I just want to get back out there and at least do something, not just sit here and do nothing,” Kurvara said, ripping out some grass with her right hand and flinging it into the air. 
 
    Kane looked over at her and saw the obvious frustration on her face. “You won’t have to wait much longer. We’ll be called out soon.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Have you tried meditating? Helps me when I’m getting a little stir crazy.” 
 
    She shot him a dirty look. “I don’t have the patience for meditating. Not since Verroc.” 
 
    Kane propped himself up. He’d completely forgotten about her captivity. Even though it hadn’t been too long, she had been beaten and could barely walk when he rescued her. “Sounding a little like Blade there. Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “I won’t push it, then. If you want to talk, just let me know okay?” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “So… Other than fight, what would you like to do right now?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Kurvara said as she looked up at the sky, wishing something would tell her what to do. “I suppose—” 
 
    She was interrupted as a loud siren went off. Kane had never heard this siren go off on Orlion before, but he knew what it meant. “You wanted something to do,” Kane said, getting up so fast his vision blurred. 
 
    Kurvara didn’t say anything as she went into combat mode. This alarm was the highest alert, typically meant for an attack or invasion of some kind. A voice spoke over the intercom.  
 
    “This is not a drill. A Prazore ship has left warp space and is heading straight for us. I repeat: this is not a drill.” 
 
    The person repeated that command a few times while everyone started grabbing weapons and preparing for battle. Kane looked up, seeing a lone Prazore ship flying toward the academy. That’s it? What can one ship do? Kane thought as he ran toward the entrance of the temple. He wanted to see who was in the ship and why they came here. 
 
    “Think it’s a messenger?” Kurvara asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. Could be a trap of some kind,” Kane said. 
 
    Running Sentinels filled the hallways, grabbing their weapons or guiding younger students to a marked bunker. Kane felt fear in the air. Most people here had only heard about the Prazore. Seeing and fighting one was far more terrifying. 
 
    He bounded over to the entrance. In front of him were at least thirty Sentinels and a few masters. The imperator himself stood in front. Kane knew most Sentinels were out fighting this war, but he was still surprised by just how few there were right now. 
 
    Guns pointed at the ship, following it as it landed on the ground. None moved a muscle as they waited for the ship to open and reveal who was inside. 
 
    “Drop your guns,” the voice of Avril echoed as she walked up to Thal. 
 
    “Explain,” Thal said. 
 
    “There is only one life form in there and it’s human. Judging from what I sense, it’s a magic user. Are you blind or something?” Avril said. 
 
    Thal did sense a human in there. Magic user or not, this person was coming in an alien spacecraft from enemy territory. He wasn’t going to take any chances. “Don’t shoot unless commanded,” he said instead, hearing a scowl from Avril. 
 
    Eventually, the doors opened. Kane watched closely as a male human walked down the ramp. He looked exhausted and had cuts on his face, torn clothes, and a sword at his hip. He didn’t recognize who it was, though, which wasn’t too surprising considering how many Sentinels there were in the Orlion Academy. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” Thal commanded, his hand stretched out, ready to make a move if needed. 
 
    “Is that Xanos?” someone in the crowd asked. Kane didn’t see who. 
 
    Tears welled in the man’s eyes as he saw people he recognized. “It’s me, Xanos,” he said as his voice cracked with emotion. It took him a minute to compose himself when he saw guns being lowered. He took deep breaths to control himself. “Sentinel of the Orlion Academy and former prisoner of the Prazore.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” Mutieto asked, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. He didn’t see how this man could have escaped by himself, let alone in a Prazore ship. He should know—he tried for over six months. 
 
    “I didn’t,” Xanos said, taking that final step from the ramp and onto the hard ground. “I was released by Vorka himself.” 
 
    “Why?” Thal asked. 
 
    “That is what I am here to talk to you about. I have important information for the council.”  
 
    Thal exchanged looks with Lloyd and Anorn. “First tell us why you were let go,” he said, reaching out with all his senses to see if he could detect any lies. 
 
    “An agreement for a test. I-I passed, although my mentor, Amalia, was killed.” His voice cracked as he fought to maintain control. 
 
    Either Xanos was a great liar, both physically and mentally, or he was telling the truth. Kane could tell what Thal was looking for. He wondered what kind of test he had done, especially to be let go for passing. 
 
    Thal looked over Xanos, trying to see if there was any deception. Could there be poison hidden somewhere? A bomb? It didn’t seem likely. 
 
    “I want our medical staff to take a look at you first. Then we will talk,” Thal said. 
 
    “I understand,” Xanos said. 
 
    “Stand down. Piatt, escort Xanos to the infirmary. Stay there and bring him to the council chambers in an hour. If he needs to stay there longer, just let me know,” Thal said. 
 
    “Yes, Imperator,” Piatt said. 
 
    “Well that was fun,” Blade said as he popped up next to Kane. 
 
    “Very,” Kurvara said dryly. 
 
    “Better than some attack,” Layla said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Kane said. “I wonder what Xanos did to get released.” 
 
    “Maybe he gave Vorka information in exchange for his freedom?” Kurvara said. 
 
    “That wouldn’t make sense. Why would they let him go for some information? He also said that his mentor was killed during this test,” Blade said. 
 
    “Hm… You make a good point for once,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” Kane said. 
 
    “While we wait, want to get some food?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Ugh, yes please!” Kurvara said.  
 
    “You hungry?” Kane asked. 
 
    “I didn’t realize just how hungry I was until now.” 
 
    “Let’s go then. Follow me!” Blade said, grabbing Layla’s hand and leading the way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of days passed with no word on Xanos’s meeting with the council, something that surprised Blade. From what he gathered, Xanos met with the council a little over an hour after he arrived. He had an escort and wasn’t allowed to say what happened. All he would say is, “Sorry, I can’t talk about it.”  
 
    What Xanos knew was the conversation around the halls and at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Some debated that Xanos had a trick up his sleeve while others believed he was being blackmailed—hence the escort. Blade thought it was all rubbish. There was nothing suspicious that he could sense. He could tell by the way Xanos spoke about Amalia’s death that he wasn’t lying. He could feel the same emotions that Xanos was feeling; they were just like his feelings when Mutieto was captured. 
 
    “You all right over there?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Doing fantastic,” Blade said, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Have you gotten anything out of Anorn?” 
 
    “Of course not. All he says is that we’ll know soon,” he said with a shrug. It reminded him of when he was a kid. He would ask Anorn what happened and Anorn would tell him the same thing. Being the son of a master didn’t have any perks. 
 
    “I assumed he’d start telling you stuff now that you’re older,” Layla said. 
 
    “Don’t think that will ever happen. He wants to treat me like everyone else. It’s annoying, but what can I do?” 
 
    “You don’t seem that upset about it.” 
 
    “Just used to it is all. You remember all the times I asked him about it before. You get used to it.” 
 
    “I wonder what it is. It’s so hush-hush that I think the council isn’t sure how to deal with it,” Layla said. 
 
    He didn’t respond. Now that he thought about it, his father did seem concerned when he asked. Was he any more concerned than usual? He never paid attention to that before. 
 
    “Now that I think about it, he did seem concerned. I just don’t know if that’s normal or not.”  
 
    “I know I’m right,” Layla said. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door. “Come in,” Blade said. 
 
    “Hope I’m not intruding on anything,” Anorn said as he saw Blade and Layla sitting together. 
 
    “We were just talking about you,” Layla said. 
 
    “Hopefully nothing bad,” Anorn said. 
 
    “Ah, just how bad it is that you won’t tell us anything,” Blade said. 
 
    “Well, maybe you’ll appreciate this, then. We have a meeting tomorrow at 9:00 a.m.”  
 
    “Finally ready to talk about Xanos and his news?” Blade said. 
 
    “You could say that.”  
 
    “Can you give us a hint at least?” Layla asked. 
 
    That got a smile out of him. “I suppose I can tell you this,” Anorn said, intentionally stalling as he saw them both lean in closer. “It’s going to be important.” 
 
    The look of disappointment on their faces caused him to laugh. “That’s not funny!” Blade said. 
 
    “Sorry, I had to do it. Been a stressful few days,” Anorn said as he tried to stop laughing. 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” Layla said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I know,” Anorn said as he stopped laughing. “Anyway, I have a lot of stuff to deal with. I doubt I’ll see any of you until tomorrow.”  
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Blade said. 
 
    “Talk to you tomorrow,” Layla said, watching as Anorn left. 
 
    “Very curious what this Xanos situation is,” Blade said. 
 
    “Did you not notice?” 
 
    “Notice what?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Sometimes…” Layla said while shaking her head. “I think there is more to it than Xanos. The way Anorn said ‘kind of’ makes me think this is something more.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t notice. Must be very important,” Blade said. 
 
    “Maybe a weakness?” 
 
    “A weakness?” Blade let out a laugh. “If that ever happens, it’ll be one of the greatest gifts ever.” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough. Want to walk? Get out of this room?” 
 
    “Sure, let’s go,” Blade said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just in time,” Thal said as Blade and Layla walked into the room. 
 
    Blade was surprised by just how small this meeting was. He thought this was going to be announced to the whole academy, not just a select few people. Including him, there was Layla, Kane, Kurvara, Terminus, Thal, Anorn, Travis, Avril, Thormatton, Xanos, and a few others.  
 
    “Just us?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Yes. What we discuss can’t leave this room,” Thal said. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “We’re going to let Xanos speak first. He has some important information,” Thal said, motioning for him to start. 
 
    “Thank you, Imperator,” Xanos said with a nod. “I guess I will start with something the Prazore are creating—a creature designed to counter our abilities. It’s called a Borealix. It’s a mix between Kmers and an Ekalsu.” 
 
    Ekalsu!? Kane thought, remembering when he fought one of those a long time ago. They were tough, even against magic. It did not bode well that the Prazore found out about these creatures and knew how to utilize them. 
 
    “It can detect magic users, it’s at least eight feet tall, and it has strong armor. Not even our swords can penetrate it. I’m sure it has weaknesses, but we’d need to study it to find out what it is,” Xanos continued. 
 
    “To add onto this, I have reached out to Kazan to have him investigate a way we can pierce armor that our swords cannot,” Thormatton said. “This would mean our new bullets couldn’t pierce it, making this dangerous to all of us, not just magic users.”  
 
    “All right. I take it there is something else. Why else would you hide this?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “We will tell everyone about the Borealix. Xanos, please continue,” Thal said. 
 
    “I know where Valin is being held,” Xanos said. 
 
    Ah, now it makes sense, Kane thought. If the Prazore found out that they knew where Valin was, they’d just move him somewhere else.  
 
    “How?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “When I was being escorted to my ship, I sensed him. It was brief, but I did. Vorka didn’t think I would have enough energy to sense anything—or so I assume,” Xanos said. 
 
    “We finally have an advantage, then. All we have to do is launch a sneak attack and—” 
 
    “It won’t be that easy,” Thormatton said, interrupting Terminus. “He’s deep in enemy territory. We can’t even send a small force to sneak in and get him out. He’s that far in.” 
 
    “How does knowing where he is matter, then?” Blade asked. 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” Thormatton said as he reached out, activating a hologram of the galaxy. “He’s being held on Lorett.” He circled it. The planet was far on the outer edge, deep in enemy territory. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding about how far in he was. That was where you were, Xanos?” Kane said. 
 
    “I was. It’s a good spot to create this Borealix as well. Our spies can’t go that far,” Xanos said. 
 
    “Even if we started attacking toward Lorett now, it would take a long time for us to get there,” Kane said. 
 
    “It will take years,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “What’s the point, then? He’ll be moved once the Prazore realize we’re heading toward Lorett,” Avril said. 
 
    “That wouldn’t be my plan,” Thormatton said as he traced a line from planet to planet. “We’ll be working toward Meradis Prim. It’ll look like we are just attacking the right side toward the outer edge.” 
 
    “But that’s far from Lorett. How does that help us get there?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “Let me fill you in on a secret. Once we take Meradis Prim, we will warp space straight to Lorett. There’s a secret passage that will allow us to get to Lorett and out before any reinforcements can assist the Prazore,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “What if the Prazore know about this secret passage?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “I don’t see how they would. When I say this is a secret passage, I mean it. There are very few people who know about this. We’ll send a few scouts through it to make sure, of course. Don’t want to be too reckless,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “What if Valin is moved for no reason while we’re attacking this way? If he is, then this whole plan is a waste of time,” Avril said. 
 
    “Worst-case scenario, we retake a good portion of our territory. We can then send a major fleet to Lorett anyway. If this operation is successful, we could recover over fifty percent of what we’ve lost,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “So why bring Valin into this equation at all? Let’s pretend everything goes as planned. We retake all the planets up to Meradis Prim without any setbacks. Why bother with this part at all?” Avril said. 
 
    “Because it is still one of our objectives. This is our best chance to do that. If you have any better ideas, then give us one,” Thormatton said. 
 
    Avril just stared blankly as she thought for a moment. “If anyone does, I hope they speak up.” 
 
    There was silence. “Now that we’ve got that cleared up, let’s move on, shall we?” Thormatton said. 
 
    “We need to inform the Empire of our attack plan but not about Valin. Not until the time comes. Do we agree on that?” Thal said. 
 
    There was a brief murmur but no disagreement. Blade thought it was a sensible plan. The more people that knew, the more likely it would be leaked. If this ever got leaked, then Valin would never be recovered and the Prazore would reinforce Meradis Prim, along with all the planets leading to it.  
 
    “I think we can all agree on that. What would our plan of attack be?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “We’ll have to discuss that in further detail with the Empire. What I can say is that my plan would be to hit Purexan fast and hard, take it before any Prazore can reinforce. We’ll want to move onto Dramoon next, make it as far as we can before the Prazore have a proper defense set up,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “That’s probably our best bet to start off this attack,” Anorn said, agreeing with this part of the plan. “It’s when we have to face a proper Prazore fleet that concerns me. We need to be smart once that happens.”  
 
    “We have Kazan working on that as well. If we execute this properly, I can see us reaching Meradis Prim within the next year or two. We can only hope that happens,” Thormatton said. 
 
    “For now, this is our plan, then. Remember to keep this to yourselves. We cannot let this leak. We’ll hold our next meeting soon with the Empire. We’ll call you back in when we are ready,” Thal said, ending the meeting. 
 
    Everyone stood up and headed toward the exit. There was a lot of talking between some of the masters and Sentinels. Blade felt the excitement in the air now that they had come up with a solid plan of attack. 
 
    “Crazy to think we won’t be coming back here for years once we start the attack,” Layla said. 
 
    “I didn’t think about that,” Blade said. He surprised himself by realizing that he cared now.  
 
    “I imagine that makes you happy, though, right?” 
 
    Blade couldn’t help but smile a little. Had she asked that just a few days ago, his answer would have been very different. “I’m glad to be part of the war effort. That’s it, though.” 
 
    That got Layla to lift her brow. “Do you really think that bloodlust of yours is gone? Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that,” Blade said with a nod. “I know it’s hard to believe. It’s just… Seeing you almost die due to my desire for vengeance changed things. It’s like I flipped a switch.” 
 
    “That makes me happy. It really does,” Layla said. 
 
    Blade didn’t respond as he looked forward. He knew that this war was going to get more brutal as time went on. Could he keep this outlook when he lost a friend? What if his father was killed? Right now, it was easy to say he would never go down that dark path again, yet he knew that if Layla was killed, he would never be the same again. For now, his priority would be to make sure that never happened. 
 
    “Let’s go do something fun while we can,” Blade said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yaqul walked as fast as he could. Vorka had summoned him and he couldn’t keep the warlord waiting. All he knew was that this summoning was important. 
 
    “Warlord,” he said, bowing as he entered the room. He saw that Vorka was speaking to a hologram wearing a hood. Yaqul couldn’t tell who it was. 
 
    “It’s time for the next stage,” Vorka said. 
 
    Already? Yaqul thought. He figured the next stage wouldn’t even be needed. This Alliance-Empire partnership must have caused this. Not too long ago, Vorka had said this stage wouldn’t need to happen with how the war was going. “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “You are going to be in contact with our friend here.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “That is confidential. Only I know his identity.” 
 
    That irritated Yaqul. How could he work so closely with Vorka and still be kept in the shadows regarding his secret plans? No matter. He hasn’t led us astray yet. “How shall I address him, then?” 
 
    “Call him Azaban.”  
 
    “As you command. What will our business be?”  
 
    “Azaban will be contacting you on this courier. You are the only one who will speak to him, and you will tell nobody about him,” Vorka said. He handed over the courier. 
 
    “It shall be done,” Yaqul said. 
 
    “You two will speak now. I have other matters to attend to,” Vorka said. 
 
    “Warlord.” Yaqul banged his fist on his chest plate as Vorka walked past and out of the room. He then walked over to the hologram.  
 
    “Has the warlord told you who I am?” 
 
    “Yes, you are Yaqul,” Azaban said, his voice distorted to disguise it. 
 
    “I see that he’s serious about keeping your identity a secret. Why is that?” 
 
    “It is what I offer: another advantage against the Alliance, along with the Empire.”  
 
    “And you provide this how?” 
 
    “With information. I cannot tell you how, although I am sure you will find out in due time.” 
 
    “So be it. Let’s get this over with then. Tell me what you need so we can both go on our ways,” Yaqul said. 
 
    “As you wish,” Azaban said. “I don’t have much at the moment, as I told Vorka. What I do know is that the Alliance is planning a major assault.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I should have it within the next few days.” 
 
    “Do you have anything else?” 
 
    “No. This is all I have for the moment.” 
 
    “Then go. Contact me once you learn where this assault will take place.” 
 
    “I will,” Azaban said, ending the transmission. 
 
    Not very useful information, but Vorka wouldn’t have this Azaban as an informant if he hadn’t brought good information before. The only good thing about this was knowing the next stage was moving forward. It would take preparation, but once the stage was set, nothing could save the Alliance. The next stage would take at least a couple of years to prepare, but once ready, it should end the war by severely crippling the Alliance. Not even the Empire would be able to assist. Azaban was going to play a big part in this—at least Yaqul assumed. Though calculated, this stage was not without its risk. If this stage was to somehow fail miserably, it could drag this war out for decades. Only time would tell which way this went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going to miss these walks,” Layla said. 
 
    They had been walking in the forest, wanting to make one last memory in there before leaving. This could very well be their last time doing this. “Same. Do you remember when we found those pirates here?” Blade asked. 
 
    “How could I forget? We were, what, ten years old?” Layla asked. “I remember they caught us and you threatened them by deepening your voice, telling them how they would pay.” She mimicked the voice as she spoke. 
 
    “Hey, I sounded better than that!” Blade said as he acted offended. “I did get us out of there, if you recall.” 
 
    “Sure, when Kane came in to distract them.” 
 
    “It was a team effort,” he admitted. “Although I took most of them out!” 
 
    “I can’t deny that. Although we knew you needed to let that anger out.”  
 
    “They were kidnapping kids, hoping to make extra money by capturing us.”  
 
    “I know. I remember we would sneak out here to train. It would make Anorn so mad,” Layla said. 
 
    “Did you ever fight anyone here?” Blade asked. 
 
    “No. I never had problems with the other students, especially not like you did with Karobe. Karone? I can’t remember his name.” 
 
    “Not even close. His name was Kasain, and he deserved it.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. I heard he died at Hucara,” Layla said. 
 
    Blade just nodded. He’d had his problems with Kasain; he always had. He never wished death upon him, though. It was kind of weird to hate someone yet still feel a little sad when they were gone. 
 
    “Looks like our ride is here,” Layla said as she watched ships enter the atmosphere. 
 
    “The war calls,” Blade said. He could feel sorrow from her. He grabbed her hand. “Nothing is going to happen to us. We’ll be back here one day—I promise.” 
 
    “I know. I just wish we had a few more days.” 
 
    “We’ll be back before you know it,” Blade said. Even saying those words, he wondered how true they were. This was going to be a scary period, when a decision could mean the life or death of someone. Would he truly come back here one day? He took one final glance at the forest as they exited. He hoped so. For now, all he could do was focus on the war. If he didn’t do that, all could be lost.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The conflict continues in the next exciting book.  
 
    Galactic Conflicts: Consequence 
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