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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Davis, get back to work. Now!” Drake hollered after seeing Davis horsing around. 
 
    Davis turned around in surprise, “Of course General.” He said sarcastically, his hand going across his head like a salute. 
 
    Drake ignored the comment. They all knew being called General bugged him and Davis liked to push him. “Just get it done. Pirates may have sabotaged those AA guns.” He walked off, heading toward the security tower. 
 
    Two days ago, a report came in that the anti-air guns were offline. Nobody knew who did it and all camera footage had been erased. Drake had ordered someone to review all of the equipment to make sure there was no further damage. He suspected pirates and that meant they were planning an attack. 
 
    Drake walked down some steps, mulling his thoughts. Their planet was located in the outer edge of the known galaxy.  He had volunteered to be in charge of security on the planet Sarus. He used to be a General in the Alliance before he retired. It didn’t take long for retirement to bore him, so he joined the security force. Though it was a very small local militia, all planets in the outer edge required them, as pirates and various criminals liked to pick on these types of planets, due to there being no real military or police force. 
 
    The local militia wasn’t meant to hold off coordinated fleets or invasions, but they could get the force field up and defend until the Alliance sent assistance. Most pirate attacks were too much to fend off without assistance.  
 
    He walked through the compound, tapped numbers into the keypad and walked inside as the door unlocked. Drake looked around for Thomas, one of their best security experts. It didn’t take long to find which room Thomas was in, as he heard furious typing. 
 
    “Thomas, any progress on who erased the footage?”  
 
    Thomas didn’t respond as Drake stepped into the room. The screen in front of him was showing a dark image, but he couldn’t tell what it was. 
 
    “What is that?” Drake asked. 
 
    Thomas turned around, jumping a little. “Sorry, didn’t hear you come in.” He zoomed in on the image he loaded. “This is the individual who destroyed our AA.”  
 
    Drake moved in closer. He couldn’t tell what it was. It was a backwards angle and whatever it was, it was too big to be human. That was all he could tell. 
 
     “Is this the only footage we have?” Drake asked. 
 
    “So far, yes. I am trying to see if I can clear the image and see what or who that is.” 
 
    Drake nodded his head. “I see. Well keep lo—“ 
 
    Drake was cut off as his comlink went off. 
 
    “This is Drake.” 
 
    “Sir, we need you in the communications tower now.” 
 
    The voice sounded stressed. He had never heard this voice before, so it must have been the new guy. “On my way, Kal.” 
 
    “Copy, seriously rush over here!” 
 
    “Have fun with that.” Thomas hollered as Drake bounded out the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment he opened the door, he was pulled to the side by Kal. “Thanks for hurrying.” Kal said, tapping on his keyboard furiously, zooming in on one of the satellites. 
 
    Kal stopped to point out something on the screen. “Look, we just got this image from one of our satellites before it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Did you say destroyed?” Drake kept a calm voice, but in his head alarm bells were ringing. Satellites took damage all the time, stray meteorites or the potential pirate attack, but nobody ever destroyed one. 
 
    Kal nodded his head, zooming further. “It was able to get two images…” His fingers tapped the keyboard, the images pulled up. 
 
    Drake looked, noticing the ship designs. He leaned in closer. “That’s interesting, I have never seen…” He stopped, suddenly noticing the large number of ships behind the one he was scrutinizing. “How far are they, do you think?” 
 
    “This image was captured ten minutes ago. They could be here any minute.” 
 
    As if to prove Kal correct, the base alarms went off.  Drake rushed to the window, looking up. His eyes widened at the several waves of ships that jumped out of Warp Space and now floated above the planet. 
 
    “What are we going to do!?” Kal let out, his voice shaking. 
 
    Drake ignored him, pulling out his comlink. “Kal, get a line out to the Alliance… now!” He shouted orders as fast as he could.  
 
    Kal tapped a few keys to get the line open. It took about ten seconds. “Ok, send out the message.” 
 
    Drake wasted no time. “Alliance Personnel, this—”   
 
    A technician interrupted him. “Sir, it appears we’ve been jammed.” 
 
    “Impossible…even state of the art jamming devices take a couple minutes,” Drake said, hiding his surprise. 
 
    Drake looked up, examining the ships. They were of a design he had never seen before. They had a sleekness to them, about the size of a star fighter. He couldn’t see anything that looked like weapons on their smooth, silvery skins. He had a bad feeling this wasn’t just some pirate attack. He dialed the comlink so that his voice could be heard across every base, on a frequency only to be used in emergencies. 
 
    “This is Drake, all personal prepare for battle. This is a code red, we have unknown invaders. I repeat this is a code red, everyone get to your stations.” 
 
    In his few years on Sarus, he had never had to issue a code red. The command solely existed for planetary invasions. Judging by what he was seeing, this unknown fleet was set on doing just that.  
 
    “What’s the status on the force field?” Drake asked Kal. 
 
    “We’re deploying it as fast as we can, it should be up in thirty seconds.” One of the people near the radar responded.  
 
    Due to being an outer edge planet, the shields were very old and couldn’t run all the time due to power constraints. Outer edge planets had trouble making money as it was and getting the money to upgrade to a newer shield was too expensive. 
 
    “Who are they, do you think?” A technician asked. 
 
    “Probably pirates. It has been awhile since they tried to hit us. How long until the force field is activated?” The one next to him said. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a pirate attack,” Drake cut in. “Too many ships.  And these are designs I have never seen before.”  
 
    He took a look at the cameras, making sure that people were running to their positions. So far, none of these attacks had breached the shield and done any harm. Not since he had arrived, anyway. 
 
    “Anybody see anything up there?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Kal replied. 
 
    Everyone was silent for the next few minutes. This was always the tensest part, waiting for the attack to come.  
 
    “Shield is live. That should buy us time, and protect against orbital bombardments.” 
 
    “Sir, you are going to want to see this.” Kal said, with his eyes wide.  
 
    Drake walked over, immediately seeing the problem. Pouring from the skies were what looked like transport ships. 
 
    Kal glanced around nervously.  “What the fuck are we going to do? We won’t last—” 
 
    “We’ll survive. Losing your cool won’t help the situation.” Drake cut him off. This was not the time to panic. But, unfortunately, Kal was right.  There wasn’t much they could do against an invasion force of this size.  
 
    “Evacuate all civilians into the forest. It’s our job to give them as much time as we can for them to get to the shelter.” 
 
    The shelter was an underground bunker, most planets in the outer edge had one for just such an occasion. It would normally allow evacuees to remain hidden and safe until the Alliance arrived. Unfortunately, they weren’t able to get any communication out to the Alliance.  It could take weeks before Alliance vessels even show up to investigate. But it was still their only choice. 
 
    “Get a communication up with all officers,” Drake ordered, walking over to a table with the installation map on it. 
 
    “On it. It should only take a moment to get them all online.” 
 
    Drake nodded his head. The screens activated with the faces of other officers as they popped in. 
 
    “General, we are situated. Have the attackers made any demands?” 
 
    Drake would normally point out that he wasn’t a general anymore, but the situation was too serious to waste time on it. “No, and they aren’t answering when we try to send out a communication. We don’t know what they are up to, but I am preparing for the worst.” 
 
    One of the officers spoke up.  “Currently we detect an enemy force enroute to the main command center, where you are located. In my sector, one craft has landed at the edge of the force field, but no other movements as of yet.” 
 
    Before anyone could say another word, the power died. 
 
    “Sir, we’ve lost power in this section of the building.” 
 
    Drake wanted to punch the wall. “Dammit. All right, time to get in position and colocate with the rest of the troops. Everyone, follow me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake and his crew had just joined the troops in their bunker when the force field went down. No warning, and it was gone. It didn’t make sense. Even if the attackers had destroyed the power source, the force field would remain unaffected. It was designed to have to be destroyed from the inside. Unless… 
 
    “All stations, report. Any strange readings from the force field?” Drake hollered in his comlink. 
 
    Davis spoke up. “Yes, General. A few seconds ago, we noticed that the generator was being overloaded.  There was something strange in the regeneration circuit, but we didn’t react fast enough to isolate it before it blew.” 
 
    Drake stood there in shock, contemplating the swiftness of the events that had happened. This was no accident.  Their defenses had been defeated too quickly.  This was planned. Whoever they are have been planning this for a long time. I would stake my life on it.  
 
    Through the low windows of the bunker, he could see three enemy transports landing in front of the base. The doors opened, and out came a creature from a species Drake had never seen before. It was big, standing taller than the average human. It had dark grey skin, with a thin layer of armor on its chest, legs and arms. In its hands, it wielded a long metal pole or staff. 
 
    Looking around, Drake could see the fear and nervousness on everyone’s face. It reminded him of his first battle. Most were taking it well. There were a couple who were visibly trembling. He was scared too of course, but having been in many situations that required combat, he knew how to deal with it. 
 
    “All right guys we need to stop them from getting past this compound. We need to keep them back as long as we can.” Drake commanded, knowing no matter what he said they wouldn’t last long. The only surprising aspect was that only three transports worth of troops came out and started moving toward them. The others went in different directions. He couldn’t understand their tactics, as his men could easily hold off twenty of them. The aliens started charging right toward them. 
 
    Drake took aim with his rifle. If the aliens were going to charge stupidly like this, then the base defenses may be able to hold out a lot longer than he thought. 
 
    “Men, as soon as they get in range, open fire. Do not stop until every last one of them is dead.” Drake yelled. 
 
    They were almost in range, five seconds… four… three… two… one… 
 
    The sound of gunfire erupted. Through his scope, he fired a shot directly into one of the chests of a charging alien. He was about to point to his next target when he realized that his initial shot didn’t even so much as knock the alien back. The warrior charged at the same pace, as if the round hadn’t touched him. 
 
    In the next split second, he let loose another round of bullets. Now he knew why they sent so few.  Their bullets wouldn’t penetrate the alien armor. The other troops were starting to block the bullets and take them head on, none of them even flinched.  
 
    Drake turned his head to see a nearby soldier drop his gun, screaming about how hopeless the situation was. 
 
    There was so much shock going around the room that there was no way to get order. The closer the aliens got, the more panic spread around the bunker. 
 
    “Focus on the weak spots. Keep firing!” He hollered, maintaining position.  
 
    He took careful aim. Even if he could hit the throat or the head, there was no way he was going to be able to drop more than one or two, and that’s if he hit the intended target. 
 
    The enemy was moving so fast, they were almost a blur. He gulped as the unknown warriors got closer and closer. His men were going to die, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
 
    While Drake was one of the best shots out of everyone in the base, it would still be hard to hit a moving target in their neck or head. He slowed his breathing down, his finger hovering over the trigger. He pulled the trigger two times. The first bullet hit the helmet. The second hit just below the throat. By the time he was about to aim at a second alien, they had entered the compound. 
 
    The moment they entered the compound, Drake knew this was not a known species in this side of the galaxy. The alien’s staff transformed into a blunt weapon right before his eyes.  
 
    “Look—” Drake tried to yell before two of his men were hit directly in the chest. The aliens weren’t going for kills.  The aliens were going for prisoners. 
 
    The first alien to come around the corner charged him. Drake held down the trigger.  The bullets were bouncing off the armor. Eventually a few shots pierced through, just not enough to kill the warrior. The alien was in front of where he stood in the blink of an eye. Drake went for his knife while dodging the alien’s staff, but he was too late. Drake felt his right arm shatter as the alien smashed his arm with the staff. The knife fell from his hand. Dizziness took him and he collapsed to the floor in pain.  
 
    The alien raised his weapon. Drake couldn’t believe what was happening. In all his combat missions, he had never felt so hopeless. He held his breath, watching the staff start downwards. Before the staff was halfway down, the alien’s head was cut clean from his shoulders, and blood splattered over Drake. 
 
    That was when he noticed a female attacking the other two aliens in his corner of the room, moving with incredible speed. She blocked every attack, unleashing something from her hands that sent one of the two flying into a wall. Her sword cut cleanly through the next alien, by taking him out with a slash to the throat. 
 
    What is a member of the Academy doing out here? He thought to himself. She turned around, shouting something. 
 
    Then something hard hit him in the head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Clang. The sounds of metal on metal could be heard. Blade swung his sword, just barely missing the face of his Mentor, Mutieto. There was nothing but calm as the blade moved mere inches from his face. Blade wasn’t surprised. This wasn’t the first time his sword was so close. 
 
    He pivoted, barely intercepting Mutieto’s counter. They clashed for a few minutes more, then Blade sensed movement behind him. He’s going to try throwing those objects to distract me. A smile crept along his lips. He remembered how hard it had been to counteract this sort of combat when he was younger. 
 
    They kept going at it.  Then Blade felt the objects flinging through the air toward him. Anticipating their arc, he moved. His intention was to dodge the objects behind him so they would collide with Mutieto and then he would intercept his Mentor when he dodged. 
 
    As expected, Mutieto moved to the left to dodge his attack. This victory was his.  His smile grew as he flung himself forward, aiming his sword for the chest. There was no surprise, anger, or anything from Mutieto. Blade had expected surprise at least, as his sword moved closer and closer. 
 
    That was when he felt an intense pain erupt around his left arm.  Electricity coursed through it, causing his sword to fly from his hand. Mutieto adjusted the grip on his own sword, slamming it into Blade’s stomach, doubling him over as breath escaped his body. Then Mutieto swung his sword, swiping from the stomach all the way up to the shoulder. Blade let out a cry of pain as his whole body convulsed, electricity erupting across his frame.  
 
    He fell to the ground with a loud thwack. Blade didn’t move, as he regained his breath. It took a moment before he could speak. “How…did you do that?”  
 
    Mutieto knelt down, grabbing Blade’s hand and pulling him to his feet. “You weren’t paying attention.” He shook his head. “You could have won that, had you not let your arrogance get the best of you.” 
 
    Blade rubbed his chest, the pain having faded away for the most part. “My arrogance?”  
 
    Mutieto nodded his head. “You thought you had me when you sensed the objects moving. You thought that I would be surprised when you dodged them, correct?”  
 
    “Uh… Yeah that’s correct.” Despite all their sparring, Mutieto could read Blade like a book at times.  
 
    “Arrogance leads to mistakes. You were so sure you had me, you didn’t notice this.” His hand summoned a training rock from the ground. When it hit a person, it shocked everything in that area. 
 
    A look of surprise appeared on Blade’s face. “Wait…so what hit my arm wasn’t your sword?” 
 
    “That is correct. This rock hit you, which then allowed me to finish you off.” Mutieto held up his hand before Blade could respond. “That doesn’t matter though. When in combat, never, ever think you have the fight won. Not until your opponent is out of the picture completely. How many times do I need to tell you that?” 
 
    A hint of warmth spread across Blade’s face, part embarrassment, part frustration. “I know.” Blade took a deep breath, calming himself down. “I am trying to stop myself from having those thoughts. In my practice with the other students—” 
 
    “You think you’re that much better than them, huh?” Mutieto interrupted. “You should never think that way. No matter how superior you think you are. Even the weakest fighters can teach you something.” 
 
    A doubtful look came over Blade’s face. “But their techniques are sloppy, and not polished. They make mistakes that a good fighter wouldn’t.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Even Imperator Thal has learned from younger students.” A little frustration creeped into Mutieto’s voice. “Listen, Blade. This is an important lesson for you, and something you need to pay attention to. You may be one of the most skilled students here, but that doesn’t matter if you underestimate your opponent. Think about our fight just now. If you hadn’t known me and we were fighting to the death, you would have died because of that arrogance.” 
 
    There was a brief silence, Blade looked down at the ground. “You’re right. I should know better.” A light flashed across his eyes. “I promise. No more. Any fight I am in, I will fight as if my life depends on it.” 
 
    “That is good to hear.” Mutieto reached his hand out, summoning the fallen sword, which leaped into his hand. “It’s time to practice magic defense.” 
 
    Blade got up, his brown eyes shining with excitement. Blade was a seventeen-year-old student of the Orlion Academy. He was five feet, nine inches and had a muscular build. He wore fingerless gloves on both hands, with short, dark black hair. He wore a vest, alternating between a dark grey and red. Blade joined the Academy at the age of six. His father Anorn had privately prepared him before officially joining.  
 
    Mutieto was his Mentor in the Academy. At thirty-eight years old, his hair was a dark brown, and he had steady blue eyes. He had a short, thin beard. Mentors normally took on one student at a time and would train them from a young age, until they were ready to be Sentinels.  
 
    Blade was Mutieto’s first student. It had taken convincing from Blade’s father, Anorn, to get Mutieto to train Blade. Mutieto had always been against training a student, due to concerns of it being too much responsibility. Over the years, Mutieto had gotten keen to the idea, before finally agreeing to train Blade. 
 
    The Orlion Academy was a focused group of magic users who worked closely with the Alliance government. They were easily identified by their swords, which were forged out of a rare metal known as Positine, the sharpest and strongest metal in the known galaxy. Only a select few Academies used a sword with those materials. Most Academies didn’t work closely with a government, and focused mainly on magic. Due to the close relationship with the Alliance, the Academy was very strict with recruits, and only the best remained. 
 
    “All right, focus on defending this attack. I want to make sure you can handle deflecting this attack properly,” Mutieto said, moving into position. 
 
    Blade nodded his head and took a deep breath. Mutieto started moving his arms around, letting loose a blast of fire from his hands. Blade could feel the heat as it got closer to him. Deflecting magic attacks used to be his biggest weakness. Blade excelled at using magic however, but defending took a long time to get good at. Blade intercepted the flames by moving both of his hands forward, then moved each hand down to the sides of his body. He felt the heat across both the left and right side, not enough to hurt, but could feel it. The flames dissipated as it ran its course. 
 
    “Nicely done.”  
 
    All sorts of objects started floating in the air. What made this so difficult was that Blade could only rely on his own magic for defense. He had been stripped of his sword, as he needed to practice how to defend against these types of attacks without it. 
 
    Magic was not an easy thing to do, taking many years of discipline to learn basic techniques. Even longer to be able to perform more than a couple attacks before being exhausted. It was why there weren’t magic users everywhere. Mastering it took many, many years of training, with so many students failing, due to the commitment of time that was required. The few students who can use magic usually only do basic telekinesis on small objects, or some light attacks such as fire. Seeing anything more advanced was rare from anyone not from the Academies.  Even then, half the people in the Academies never achieved mastery with it. 
 
    They both stood in place, no movement from either. As soon as Mutieto was about to open his mouth to speak, the doors opened. In came Ener, a recently promoted Sentinel. Ener was a non-human. He was part of the Folian race. Folian skin looked human, until he was fighting.  Then their skin changed into dark green scales, which acted like armor. The scales were strong enough to take a few bullets without being harmed.  
 
    Mutieto turned to face the unexpected guest. “Hello Ener. It is good to see you again.”  
 
    Ener just nodded. Like most Folians, he didn’t like small talk, preferring to get straight to the point. “The Imperator and Master Anorn would like to speak to the both of you. It is urgent, so if you would follow me.” 
 
    He started walking out, with Blade and Mutieto following behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Only Thal and Anorn were in the Council chambers. After ushering Blade and Mutieto inside, Ener walked off without saying another word.  
 
    The chambers were big, with a circle of chairs that the Masters sat in. Not very many people made it further than Sentinels in the Academy. The Imperator was the highest rank you could achieve. Normally once an Imperator dies, they have a chosen successor. If he happened to die before he chose a successor, a vote would take place. The Masters were a select few individuals and was the second highest rank. Imperators were picked by their skills with diplomacy, combat, and magic usage.  
 
    While Blade was Anorn’s son, he always made sure to show the proper respect when in the presence of other members. 
 
    Mutieto decided to start the conversation. “I must say I am surprised at the timing of this meeting, especially considering we just got back. I take it another drastic event has happened?” He smiled, to gage how serious this was going to be. 
 
    “This isn’t a time for jokes,” Thal replied. He never failed to notice Mutieto’s sarcasm. Normally Thal would joke back, ignore or at least crack a smile. When he went straight to business, it meant something serious was going on. 
 
    Thal walked over, activating a map, which opened up a view of the galaxy.  “I will get straight to the point. There have been a lot of Sentinels, along with a couple Masters, that haven’t sent a report in over a month now. What makes this concerning is we haven’t been receiving reports anywhere from the outer edge.”  
 
    Blade noticed there were circles on specific planets, mostly on the outer edge planets. These were the planets that Thal was talking about. He noticed planets had the Orlion Academy symbol on it which meant that there were members there. 
 
    “We have tried to make contact, with no response. The Alliance has sent scout ships, which have failed to return, or send out any sort of communications. I sent Kane, Jorak, and Lloyd to the planet Verroc, where Drass and Kurvara went missing. I would like the three of you to go to the planet Sarus.” 
 
    There were no members of the Academy in or around that location. Blade found it odd that they were talking about missing members of the Academy, only to be sent to a planet where none were located.  
 
    “Why Sarus?” Mutieto asked. “There aren’t any of our members around that planet.”  
 
    Thal shook his head. “You are mistaken. Six months ago, Master Yulara informed me that she wanted to investigate the planet. She had been having weird dreams, an uneasy sense that something was going to happen on the planet. Yulara told me she was leaving and had no idea what would happen while there. All Yulara knew for sure was that it was going to be very dangerous. Since we are spread thin as it is, she said it would be better if she went alone. Yulara also told me she wasn’t going to be in contact for at least three months, and not to tell anybody she was there. As you guys are well aware, she has the unique ability to predict situations arising, such as the Yevonion Crisis. So I granted her permission to go. I gave her my word I wouldn’t tell anybody. However we haven’t heard from her in over two weeks. I can’t wait any longer and fear the danger she was investigating has finally happened.” 
 
    Blade stood there, a little surprised at the news. Yulara was well known for her ability to arrive at a location when something terrible was about to happen. At first her talent was attributed to luck, until she started telling her Mentor she could sense something, and when she went, trouble arrived. While she never knew exactly when the event would happen, she would have a general feeling of what time frame. It could be within a year, a week, or even a few hours. Thanks to Yulara they were able to prevent the Yevonion crisis. That conflict, if it had not been sensed beforehand, would have brought on a war between two super powers, the Alliance and Yevonions. That success was what got her promoted to Master, and allowed her to join the Council. 
 
    “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Yes. What makes you think we won’t share the same fate, with whatever is happening to the scouts that were sent out?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure. However our magic abilities should give us a better advantage than the Alliance scouts. We have no other choice, other than sending a fleet, but that is something we would like to avoid due to the unknown nature of this threat.” Thal paced, zooming in further on the planet Sarus. “Enter carefully. I would recommend jumping a bit farther away from the planet than usual, that way you can make a quick jump out if you see a fleet of ships or something else.” 
 
    “What are the conditions on Sarus?” Mutieto asked, after a period of silence. 
 
    “That’s a good question.” Thal turned to Anorn. “Have you looked into the planet at all?” 
 
    Anorn nodded his head. “I have. It’s not anything unusual. Lots of life, not too many roads or cities. Lots of mountains, so you’ll want to be prepared for climbing. You’ll be traversing into forests, and it’s late spring time over there right now, so you shouldn’t need to bring any heavy clothing. We have the towns and cities marked down on your map, so if you can make it planet side, there is a good spot to land nearby. Most of the population is human. You can take the rest of the report, make sure there isn’t anything I missed.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem so bad,” Blade added in, a hint of relief in his voice. “Better than the last planet we were sent to where I felt like I was burning alive or being eaten by the bugs.” He shuddered at the thought. 
 
    “Ah it wasn’t that bad, you just haven’t been around enough to know how much worse it can be!” Mutieto said with a slight smile, raising his hand to his beard. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “You guys will leave in twelve hours. I know this isn’t much time. I just have this feeling that any longer, will cause her situation to get worse. Get all the supplies you need. I have no idea what you guys are going to find. If it ends up being impossible to approach the planet, record footage and come back, if possible. Get as much information as you can, but do not do anything foolish.” Thal said this last bit looking at Mutieto and Anorn.  
 
    Mutieto and Anorn looked at each other and then back at Thal. “We’ll try our best, but can’t promise anything.” Mutieto said with a slight smirk. Thal just shook his head and walked out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple hours had passed since the meeting. Blade was in his quarters preparing for the mission. I have a feeling everything is about to change. Will it be good or bad? This mission, along with all the mysterious disappearances and loss of communication in the outer edge meant something big was going on. Various ships would go out there and were never heard from again. While he had been on missions plenty of times, this was sounding more serious. He even felt a bit nervous. 
 
    A knock on his door caused him to jump. “Come in,” Blade said, shaken from his thoughts. 
 
    By the time he could turn around, a mess of red hair and a body slammed into him. “It’s been far too long!” A girl’s voice exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    Blade let out a big grin. “It’s nice to see you again, Layla.” 
 
    Layla was a nineteen-year-old warrior in the Academy. She was one of Blade’s best friends, since the early days, when he was six and she was eight. She had long red hair, with dark brown eyes. She was wearing her combat vest, which was a dark grey, black with red mixed in. She always carried her sword on her back. She was strong in magic, and very skilled with her sword as well. The last time they saw each other was about six months ago, before she left on a mission.  
 
    “Rumor has it you have been promoted to Sentinel?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Yes, I was. Not only am I officially a Sentinel, but I now outrank you. Maybe I should be your teacher now!” She teased. 
 
    “The Council must be so desperate, if they promoted you.” He teased back. 
 
    Layla’s grin grew, and then pushed him feigning anger “How dare you! I worked hard for this!” and then they both laughed. “I feel like we’ve often missed each other this year. How have you been doing?” she asked, taking a seat. Blade following her lead. 
 
    “I have been doing well.  I’ve just been training and doing some missions here and there. Actually, I am getting ready for one now. Some big things seem to be going on in the outer edge. Have you heard anything about what’s going on out there? Blade asked. While the mission is supposed to be secret, Blade didn’t like to keep things from Layla, something that had caused much frustration to Mutieto. 
 
    Her smile faltered. “Kidnappings, people randomly going missing and never being found. No signs of a struggle. Some planets out there can’t even be contacted.” She paused for a moment as her eyes looked up, squinting a bit as she tried to remember another one. “I heard that a known pirate gang’s ships were found, destroyed, with no bodies on board.”  
 
    “Really? That’s weird. Judging by what Thal has said, it’s going to be dangerous,” Blade said, not missing the concern on Layla’s face. 
 
    “How long until you leave?” Layla asked, dreading the answer. She couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. They finally see each other, and Blade was going to be leaving. 
 
    “About ten hours from now.” He said getting up from his spot. “I was actually just making sure I had all my things before going. Figures you’d show up when I am about to leave. I have been stuck in this Academy for the past two months! Minus a short mission a week ago, but that barely lasted a day.” 
 
    Layla got up from her spot. “Yeah lately it almost seems as if the council wants us to be separated.” She knew it wasn’t true. She just couldn’t hide the disappointment. When she heard that Blade was still here, she thought they could actually do some catching up. “I have a feeling you are about to drop into the middle of whatever is going on out there. Just promise me you’ll be careful?” She looked him straight in the eyes as she said that last part. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one worried. Even I am a bit nervous, and it’s been awhile since I have felt nervous about going on a mission.” He found it interesting that Layla’s thoughts were mirroring his own. “Yulara hasn’t been in contact, and from what Thal said, she’s been sensing danger around the planet Sarus.” 
 
    “If Yulara is having trouble out there, you better be extremely careful.” She waited a moment before continuing. “I wish I could go with you. Sometimes you are so reckless, it worries me.”  
 
    Blade thought about some of the reckless things he had done when he was younger. One time he told everyone he was going to enter the forbidden cave. There were a lot of dangerous monsters in there, but he dragged Layla along, saying he could handle it, and then he almost got himself killed. If she hadn’t been there, he would have been killed. 
 
    He put both his hands on her shoulders. “Look, I promise you I will be fine. I won’t be reckless. My father, Mutieto, and I were already told not to do something stupid anyway. We are just going to gather information and see what’s going on. We’ll be back before you know it.”  
 
    Layla nodded her head. “All right, I am taking your word for it.” They both went silent for a moment. “Well enough about this depressing talk, let’s go have some fun! We only have a few hours, might as well make it count.” Blade couldn’t agree more, they both left the room. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Terminus’s mission was to investigate a missing cargo ship called the Stalwart, lost in the outer edges of the known galaxy. He was to locate and collect information on the ship’s whereabouts, but it has been three weeks.  He’d had no luck finding anything about the ship’s disappearance. Terminus was getting annoyed. He had been warping around spots the Stalwart wasn’t even supposed to be in, praying he’d find it. 
 
    Terminus was a twenty-four-year-old Sentinel in the Orlion Academy, with short black hair and green eyes. Like everyone in the Academy, he hung his sword at his hip, with his rifle next to him. Unlike most people in the Academy, he preferred to use a gun over his sword. His real strength, however, was his use of magic. He always struggled with the physical side of combat, using a gun, using a sword, but when it came to magic he excelled. There were things he could do that even Masters couldn’t do. 
 
    The ship he was piloting finally dropped out of Warp Space. Terminus couldn’t help letting a small smile spread across his lips. There it was in front of him: the Stalwart. The cargo ship he had been looking for. It was gigantic, a lot bigger than he thought it would be. It could easily carry five thousand people, but looking at it now, Terminus could see there had been some sort of fight. The ship’s engines were completely destroyed. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he searched the ship, to see if he could sense anything unusual. There seemed to be no life forms. Hopefully there would be information, but he had his doubts. He made sure to power down his ship. That way nothing would be able to detect it. The last thing he wanted to do was give away his position in case someone was keeping an eye on the Stalwart and become stranded on this ship. 
 
    After a few minutes, he made sure his ship was powered down. Terminus got up, grabbed his rifle, made sure his sword was where it should be, and boarded the Stalwart. 
 
    Immediately upon entering, he couldn’t believe his eyes. At first glance, he saw banged up doors, scorch marks on the walls, and random spots of blood. Oddly enough, there were no bodies. There were weapons lying on the deck. While there were signs of struggle, there wasn’t any sort of evidence of who had been doing the fighting. 
 
    Terminus moved slowly, a little shocked at what he was looking at. He moved next to a wall with a scorch mark, rubbing his fingers against it. An energy weapon had definitely caused the mark, of a type the Alliance didn’t use. The Yevonions used energy rifles, but there was no way this was them. They would have blown the whole ship up, or at least left dead bodies as a message.  
 
    This is odd. No bodies, but obviously, a fight of some kind. Hopefully the onboard cameras have something I can look at.  
 
    Moving swiftly along various corridors, Terminus located the control room. Luckily it was not far. It only took him a couple minutes to get into the room.  
 
    The control room was pitch black as he stepped in. He flicked on a light. The buzzing sound of the light could be heard, but only some of them came on. “Must have been some intense fighting.” Terminus muttered to himself, surveying the damage. There were a few holes in the wall. From the looks of it, an explosion had gone off. He walked toward the controls of the cameras, grimacing as everything was destroyed. The controls were scorched and it looked like all the cameras in the room were shattered. Whoever did this wanted to hide their identities. Shaking his head, Terminus walked out of the room. 
 
    “Surely there has to be footage somewhere, from a passenger or something. Maybe a written note somewhere?” Terminus couldn’t help muttering. This was going to make this mission even harder than it already was. It didn’t make any sense at all. Who takes over a ship, then takes the bodies? He could understand destroying anything that could be used to communicate or footage, but the bodies? What use could that possibly be? This was only giving him more questions, with no answers in sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours passed and he had made no progress on what happened. There seemed to be nobody on the ship, alive or dead. Terminus was beyond frustrated at this point. He figured finding the ship would be the hardest part, and would provide some answers. Instead what he had discovered gave him more questions. 
 
    Maybe I should explore nearby areas, see if there are any more ships that went missing. If this one got taken out maybe if I search nearby I might find it. Surely there has to be some active ship my sensors can read right? 
 
    He started walking back to his ship, deep in thought when a shiver went down his spine. 
 
    Terminus became fully alert, his rifle pointed to the nearest door. After a moment, he realized that what he was sensing was outside the ship, not inside. His eyes closed, sensing movement.  
 
    What if the people out there located my ship? Why else would anyone be checking this ship out? There was no point being as quiet as possible, he bolted out of the room he was in, moving as fast as he could to his ship. While Terminus didn’t know if they knew he was there, he wasn’t going to risk whoever was out there from finding his ship and destroying it.  
 
    Sprinting at full speed he would make it to his ship in under five minutes. He wondered who it was out there and why they came now. Terminus activated the door of his ship. As soon as he had enough space to get in, he walked into the cockpit. Without doing any preflight checks, he turned the engine on and detached from the Stalwart as fast as possible. 
 
    As soon as he detached, his radar detected a ship speeding toward him. The ship was closing in fast. “I hope their friendly,” Terminus muttered, not keeping his eyes off the radar. He was nowhere near ready to enter Warp Space yet.  
 
    An odd calm came over him as he waited to see if the ship was going to open fire on him the moment it was in range. As if on cue, the enemy ship opened fire. A beam of light clipped a small part of his wing. He could see the scorch mark where it hit, but no serious damage. The next few shots he was able to dodge with relative ease. 
 
    The enemy pilot was good.  He was right on his tail and Terminus couldn’t shake him. Every sharp turn, the pilot was right behind him. Alright, I really need to enter Warp Space or this guy will get me for sure. 
 
    Terminus was trying to calculate a jump, but he couldn’t get the breathing room to even think about it. He was rolling, diving, doing every sort of trick he could think of, but the ship wasn’t even falling behind. He felt another shot hit the same wing almost in the exact same spot as before, again no serious damage. If he kept getting hit there, soon his wing would be shot off. 
 
    “You want to play? Fine.” Terminus slammed his throttle down, then up and cut his power. His plan worked, the ship behind him shot straight ahead of him. What kind of ships are those? He thought, noticing the design. It was a one pilot ship, small, but quick, as Terminus noticed how fast it started turning. It had slick, shiny grey armor. It looked like its weapons were at the very tip of the ship.    
 
    Terminus’ finger held down the trigger. Bullets made contact with the enemy ship. He expected the ship to explode, but the pilot was able to evade most of the bullets. Some of the bullets seemed to deflect off a shield of some kind, as a faint green light came across the enemy ship, then disappeared seconds later. 
 
    An idea came to him then. It would take concentration, but it was his best chance to get out of here. He fired two missiles in front of him, aiming for nothing in particular. He waited seven seconds, making sure the missiles were far enough away. He took one of his hands off the controls, focused on controlling the missile to the right, nudging it to the left causing it to crash into the one next to it. An explosion erupted, giving him the cover he needed as he flew straight into the smoke.  
 
    All right, this is my best chance! Terminus thought this, pounding coordinators into the computer. He activated the Quantum Drive just as an explosion rocked his ship, hitting right next to his engine. He looked, seeing smoke coming out. I wonder if they are connected to the attack on the Stalwart. At least I know that the Stalwart was boarded and the people aboard kidnapped. I just have to find who did it. Terminus glanced at the Stalwart, then his ship jumped into Warp Space, leaving the Stalwart and enemy ship behind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Kane’s leg was twitching as the ship landed on the planet Verroc. While he was excited for this mission, it also made him nervous. From what he had been told, Drass and the recently promoted Kurvara, were missing. Kurvara and Drass had originally gone to this planet to investigate kidnappings. From what Kane and his Mentor, Jorak were briefed on, citizens of this planet were mysteriously missing, with no clue as to why. Local militia would investigate and never return. Drass and Kurvara volunteered. Last time either of them contacted the Academy was a little over two weeks. They were supposed to stay in touch at least once a week, the Academy had waited a bit longer before reaching out to officials on the planet and got confirmation that the two had gone missing. 
 
    If something could cause Drass and Kurvara to lose contact, the situation must be serious. Kane was not going to let the same thing happen to him. Then again, Drass and Kurvara had probably thought the same thing. 
 
    Kane was a sixteen-years-old student to Jorak, with dark brown hair and icy blue eyes. He wore a dark shirt, with a light jacket over it. He was on the skinny side, with his hair combed to the right side of his face. In front of him was a carbon x31 standard-issue rifle for the military, which Kane liked a lot, and his sword next to it. 
 
    Jorak was a Sentinel at the age of thirty-one. He had an average build, short hair and a scar that ran right above his right eye. He had been pressured by Thal to take on a student to help calm his recklessness, and teach him responsibility. After some time, he picked one, which ended up being Kane.  
 
    They felt the thud as the ship landed on the platform. Jorak and Kane both got up, leaving the ship, to see the leader of the planet waiting for them. Verroc was a rough planet, with the weather changing randomly. It could go from rain, to snow, to sunny and warm, all within a few hours. The leader stepped forward. The two guards with him stayed alert. “Welcome to Verroc, my name is Yorik, the ruler of this planet.” He said this while extending his hand, shaking both Kane and Jorak’s.  
 
    “My name is Jorak and this Kane,” Jorak responded, with a smile. “Hopefully we can discover what is happening to your citizens, and also shed light on the disappearance of the other two members who arrived before us.” 
 
    “Yes, we are concerned the council only sent two of you. The other two also went missing. Wouldn’t a greater number have been a smarter decision?” Yorik did not hide the disappointment in his voice.  
 
    Jorak kept a neutral tone while speaking. He disliked Yorik’s lack of confidence in his ability, but he wouldn’t let it show. “Unfortunately, there are circumstances that prevent us from sending a greater number of members at this time. We have one more on the way, but he had business to attend to and will arrive in a day or two.”  
 
    Kane remained silent, half listening to what they were saying, looking around at the people gathered around. By a quick glance, he could see that the citizens had been under a lot of stress. Their faces showed concern, fear and some showed visible frustration. Judging by the build of the town, this was a bit of a poorer planet. The buildings were starting to show their age, but none appeared to be falling apart. There were only a couple of kids nearby and they were just standing next to their parents.  
 
    “Allow me to get straight to the point. Do you know if Drass or Kurvara discovered anything before they went missing?” Jorak asked. 
 
    Yorik took a moment to answer. “To be honest, I am not sure. Drass said he saw someone sneaking around, but whatever it was got away when they tried to confront it. Drass and Kurvara both had a theory on where it was coming from. Follow me. I will show you.” Yorik motioned, as he started walking away.  
 
    As the group walked, Kane could see everyone looking at them. Judging from the size of this village, he imagined there were no more than thirty thousand people here. Even then, he was surprised at how few people were walking around. Most people seemed to be staying inside, something Kane couldn’t blame them for. If he were constantly worried about being kidnapped and wasn’t a trained fighter, he would probably do the same thing.  
 
    “Right over there.” Yorik pointed in the direction of a forest. “Drass came up with the idea that whoever was kidnapping people were coming from these trees. I tend to agree, as this is a very large forest, making it almost impossible to find anyone who is hiding there.” York let out a sigh, part exhaustion, another part frustration. “Twenty-three days ago was the last time I saw Drass and Kurvara. I was told both of them were entering the forest. Drass said he sensed something, and that they needed to investigate. I offered support, but Drass declined. Drass, in particular, felt if anyone came with them, they would most likely die. Nobody has seen them since. We promised not to send anyone after them if they didn’t return.”   
 
    Jorak closed his eyes, ignoring his surroundings as he focused to see if he could sense Drass or Kurvara’s presence. He felt nothing that stood out. “Well I can’t sense Kurvara or Drass, which is very concerning. I also don’t sense anything that either Drass or Kurvara must have sensed. What about you Kane?” 
 
    Kane shook his head. “I’ve got nothing. It’s possible whatever lured them into the forest was a trap, maybe? Maybe Drass suspected a trap. That would explain why they refused aid.”   
 
    Jorak nodded, deep in thought. “I agree. It’s also possible that whatever Drass and Kurvara felt isn’t here any longer. It’s hard to say.” Jorak turned toward Yorik. “I would like to walk around, talk to a few people. Would that be all right with you?” 
 
    “Of course. I have spoken to many people to see if they had any ideas on Drass or Kurvara. I have already made a list of names that might be of interest. I also have a report of what they said if you would be interested in that instead?” 
 
    Jorak shook his head. “No, I want to talk to them myself. I would like to find out as much as I can about Drass and Kurvara, but also about the kidnappings. If you could send the report to our quarters, I will take a look at it later.”  
 
    “Of course. If I can be of assistance, don’t hesitate to ask,” Yorik said, handing Jorak a scroll of paper. 
 
    Jorak received the list, and took out his scanner. This would scan the scroll and put it into his Data pad. It was much easier than carrying around a piece of paper. “Thanks. Is there anyone to contact when we want to head to our quarters?” Jorak asked.  
 
    “Yes of course.” Yorik took something else out of his pocket, a communicator. “When you are ready to go to your quarters, please use this and someone will take you there.”  
 
    “We will do that. Thank you for your time.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked around, talking to a great number of people. So far, they hadn’t really learned anything useful. Some people made up what they saw. Kane would have seen that without his senses. The man exaggerated everything and said it was going to grab him, but instead took a guy named Jonathan because, as the guy quoted “He was an asshole.”  
 
    Another swore they saw a giant monster take someone before it teleported. Kane was surprised he had maintained a straight face during that conversation. Throughout all of history, he had yet to have heard of anything that could teleport. There was invisibility, but the person stated it grabbed the person one second and was fifty feet away the next before running into the woods. 
 
    A female’s story seemed believable, but Kane had his doubts about it. It was some sort of four-armed freak that wanted revenge for something Yorik did. She said that Yorik took a valuable treasure in the forest and the monster wanted it back. Yorik had said this story was false, but she didn’t believe him. 
 
    Jorak stepped forward. A sigh escaped his lips. “Next person is…Verona. She should be at the house over here.” He looked at his map, making sure they were going the right direction. 
 
    “Hopefully she knows something.” Kane said. 
 
    “I hope so too.” Jorak said. “If she does, we go back to our rooms, if not I think we press forward.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Kane said. He was hoping that Verona would have something, not just because he wouldn’t mind going to their quarters, but he wanted to know what was going on. 
 
    They both walked up to the house. Jorak knocked on the door, then stepped back as he waited for someone to answer. 
 
    The door slid open. An older woman, in her early to mid-fifties, answered. “Hello there, how can I help you?” Her eyes noticed the swords dangling at their hips. “Ah, I am guessing you are here to ask about the kidnappings?”  
 
    Kane was surprised. “Uh, yes that is exactly why we are here.” 
 
    She smiled. “Not many people carry those swords of yours. I also know the other two people investigating these kidnappings went missing some time ago. It was only a matter of time before they sent more. Excuse my manners. Please come in.” She stepped aside, allowing Jorak and Kane to walk straight in. 
 
    “Thanks for your time. I am Jorak and this is Kane.”  
 
    “A pleasure to meet you. I am Verona. Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you. We don’t want to take up your time. Do you mind answering a few questions?” Jorak asked. 
 
    Verona walked into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. “Not at all. Please, take a seat.” 
 
    They both pulled out nearby chairs and sat down. Verona walked over, taking a seat also. “I am ready when you are.” She said, taking a sip of her water. 
 
    “Alright. So, can you tell us what you know of this monster that people have seen?” Jorak asked. 
 
    Verona let out a little laugh. “Is that what people are calling it? I haven’t been around the others as much lately, but I can tell you this, it’s no monster.” 
 
    Will she have actual information? Kane found himself alert, his drowsiness gone.  
 
    She took another sip of her water, putting the cup down before continuing. “I can tell you this. It’s not much bigger than a human. At least the couple ones that I have seen. Definitely an alien of some kind, not sure what race though.” 
 
    “Couple?” Kane asked. 
 
    Verona nodded her head. “Yes, there are more than one. At least, I am fairly positive. The two I have seen were near the forest, but they were gone in the blink of an eye. One was bigger than your average human. I saw them for a few seconds. Something long was in its hand, but that was all I could see before it was gone.” Her hand started to shake as she spoke. “The second one, well he almost got me. This one was far smaller than the other one.” She stopped, thinking of the exact details of the night. “This one came out of nowhere. When I saw it, it had someone on its shoulders. It knew I was there, it looked straight at me.” Verona shuddered, pausing again. “It had a nasty scar on its face, some sort of armor, and like the first one, carried something long in its hand. It was coming toward me when I let out a scream. I was lucky, there were people nearby who got to me quickly. The next thing I knew it was gone, as if it was never there.” 
 
    A look of sadness crossed her face. “I can’t say the same for the two brave men who chased after it. They charged in there, thinking they were going to finally take down this thing. They never came back, something I feel responsible for still.” 
 
    There was a brief silence. Kane mulled over what he just heard. This was by far the most informative person they had talked to yet. There were at least two kidnappers roaming about, and they were in the forest. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through that. I wouldn’t blame yourself for what happened.” Jorak said. “What time of day did you see both of them?” 
 
    “I saw the first one in the afternoon. That one didn’t kidnap anyone, at least not that day. The second one I saw at night. I decided it was a good time to take a stroll. I didn’t really believe the kidnappings were going to be such a big deal. There had only been three people abducted when I went out. I had assumed it was over and whoever was doing it was done as it had been some time since the last kidnapping.” 
 
    “Did anyone from the Academy speak to you?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Very briefly. The one, Drass was the only one and all he wanted were the details of what the creature looked like and where it came from. I didn’t go into much detail as Drass said he was in a hurry. This was a few days before Drass and the female, Kuwara? Entered the forest.” 
 
    Interesting. Why were they in a rush? Why didn’t they get further information? That didn’t sound like Drass. I wonder if it had to do with all the bogus stories. Maybe they thought it was a waste of time? Kane thought, not bothering to correct the name of Kurvara. 
 
    “Thank you for the information. If you think of anything else, please reach out to us. We plan on going in soon ourselves.” Jorak said. 
 
    “I will do that. I wouldn’t recommend going in there without either a small army, or another dozen of you guys. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Stay safe.” Jorak said, ignoring the warning.  
 
    “Thanks for your time Verona. I know we’ll stop these guys. Your information has been very helpful,” Kane said with confidence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the visit with Verona, Jorak activated his communicator and they were picked up by Vincent. Their quarters were located in the middle of the village, in a hotel. Together, Kane and Jorak went over the information they had gathered. 
 
    The amount of conflicting information was staggering.  Some had reported a species never seen before; others would say it was a human with the power to teleport. At least one person said it could transform or fly depending on its mood. It all sounded farfetched. Only a few of them had actually seen whatever it was. 
 
    “We spent all day on interviews, but most of what was said was confusing or exaggerated. It felt like a waste of time, other than our talk with Verona,” Kane said, plopping down on his bed. He popped back up after feeling the stiffness of the bed. 
 
    Jorak was sitting down, contemplating everything they had heard that day. “I agree that most of it was exaggerated, with only Verona giving true information. However, you should never rule out everything someone says. There is normally exaggeration along with truth. While I don’t believe this kidnapper can teleport or become invisible, there is something to take from their statements.” 
 
    “What truth could you get from that?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Whoever is kidnapping these people are smart about it. So far, nobody has seen the kidnapper clearly. Except for Verona, who was lucky not to get kidnapped. Everyone who claims to have seen the kidnapper said it was gone in the blink of an eye.” Jorak paused for a moment, thinking before continuing. “The fact that Drass and Kurvara are missing proves the kidnapper is strong. Lastly, we know that it doesn’t want to be seen.” 
 
    Kane didn’t respond. What Jorak said made sense, but it still didn’t solve the problem or bring them any closer to identifying the kidnapper or finding Drass and Kurvara. 
 
    Jorak got up and went to his bed. “Regardless, I think it’s time we go get some sleep for now. Lloyd should be here tomorrow. Maybe he will have some ideas on finding the kidnapper. Hopefully Drass and Kurvara are alive, we find the kidnapper and we find them.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Kane replied doubtfully. “I just hope we can find out what’s going on. This is just an unusual threat.  This isn’t just kidnappings. At least I don’t think it is. The outer edge has always been dangerous, but what’s going on now doesn’t feel like a monster, it feels…” Kane hesitated for a moment, thinking of the best words to use. “Like something big. There have been a lot of odd problems on these planets lately, such as the loss of communications from planets out here. I don’t know, in my gut I feel like this is just the beginning.” 
 
    Jorak didn’t respond, but he had the feeling Kane was right. It seemed odd that on the outer edge, just out of nowhere, mysterious things start happening over the past few months. Planets losing contact, ships going missing, people going missing without any real clues. He had been thinking about it a lot lately. He hoped they could figure out this problem and discover what was going on. Right as he started to drift off, Jorak sensed something in the forest, but before he could really think about it, sleep took him. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Make it back safe.” Layla said, giving Blade one last hug. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Hopefully I’ll be back before you are sent out again,” he responded, detaching from her arms. He wished he could stay longer. It was great seeing Layla again, but duty called. 
 
    With a final look, He boarded the ship with Anorn and Mutieto. 
 
    The ramp closed. Mutieto went straight to the Pilot seat. Anorn took the copilot seat, while Blade took a seat behind them. They were flying a stealth craft for the mission, which if discovered, would be trouble as the ship wasn’t designed for combat. While the craft was great at remaining unseen, and could even make itself invisible, it didn’t have enough power to make its weaponry effective.  
 
    Mutieto flicked a few switches. They were good to go. “Control, are we good for takeoff?” He asked, waiting for the go ahead. 
 
    “You are a go. Have fun out there.”  
 
    The ship lifted as Mutieto guided it out of the hanger. After a minute, they were out of the planet’s atmosphere and into space. “Hang tight guys. Warp Space is going in ten seconds,” Mutieto said, inputting the coordinates to Sarus. 
 
    Blade felt his back slam into his chair as the ship jumped. This was going to be a fourteen-hour flight, which he was not looking forward to. 
 
    A hand gripped his shoulder. “What’s up?” Blade asked, looking up at Anorn. 
 
    “I know you didn’t sleep much. Get some sleep now. I’ll wake you in a couple hours before we get there. Then we’ll discuss our plan.” Anorn said it like a suggestion, but Blade knew it was an order.  
 
    “All right. Don’t forget to get some sleep yourself.” Blade got up from his seat. “Don’t want to miss out on anything exciting.” He yelled that last part as he walked out of the cockpit.  
 
    Anorn took that moment to sit down next to Mutieto. “I have to ask, how is Blade’s training going?” 
 
    While it was true Blade had had little sleep, Anorn also wanted a private talk with Mutieto. He hadn’t seen his son as much as he would have liked over the past year, so he needed to know his progress. It was one of the difficult things about being in the Orlion Academy. There was so much to do, and so many missions, that time flew. It made him realize that he had been spending too much time away from Blade. It was one of the reasons he was on this mission.  
 
    “His training is going excellent.” Mutieto eyed Anorn knowingly. “I have a feeling you are wondering about the rumors around the Academy, aren’t you?” 
 
     “Never could fool you, could I?” Anorn chuckled. He spoke again before Mutieto could answer. “You are right. The rumors that I have heard are about Blade and Kane. Both appear to show more potential than anybody has shown in over two hundred years. I’ve heard even Thal is impressed.”  
 
    Mutieto didn’t respond immediately, as he thought about the best way to respond. Eventually he decided the truth was the best. “I won’t lie to you. I have never seen anyone progress as fast as those two. Thal and I have talked about it, as well. They’ve learned to control basic magic skills faster than anyone I have ever seen. What takes most people years, took them months. It’s impressive how well they can use magic, and they aren’t bad with a weapon either. In short, yes, the rumors are true—to a point. There are exaggerations of course, but a lot of it is true.”  
 
    Mutieto kept his eye on Anorn, but Anorn seemed to have zoned out for the moment. He decided not to press him. He was mainly speaking about his experience with Blade, but Jorak had said the same thing about Kane.  
 
    Anorn broke the silence after a moment. “Be honest with me then. Do you think he is close to being a Sentinel?” 
 
    “If we promoted based solely on skill, he would have been a Sentinel at fourteen or fifteen. His skills are better than a lot of Sentinels.” Mutieto let out a deep breath. This had been something he had been struggling with: when to recommend granting Blade Sentinel? It wasn’t an easy decision. Even gifted students wouldn’t become a Sentinel until they were in their twenties. “The only problem I have is with his ego. It’s concerning at times. He knows how skilled he is, and how far ahead he is of his fellow class mates. It has inflated his ego. He knows that most students don’t get it until they’re twenty or so, and he knows he’ll get it before that.” 
 
    “I worried he’d have that problem. No matter how much I tried to prevent that.  Well, like father like son, huh?”  
 
    “That’s true, in ways. I wouldn’t say he’s as reckless as you or I were when we were his age.” Mutieto said with a slight chuckle. “You remember some of the crazy stunts we pulled? Almost got killed a time or two.” 
 
    “True. Although I have reason to believe Blade has done that, as well…” 
 
    “Maybe. I will say though, he hasn’t raised the issue of being promoted once, something I am still surprised about.” 
 
    Anorn looked at him curiously. “Well that’s different than us. I swear that’s all we talked about. Drove Karik nuts.”  
 
    “I remember that. When you were gone, he would rant about it to my Mentor. Pretty sure mine ranted to Karik as well. I swear I thought they were going to give up on us at one point.” 
 
    They didn’t say anything as the flight continued. Anorn glanced at the coordinates, they still had thirteen hours to go. “Not going to lie. I think I might end up taking a nap soon. This is going to be a long flight.”  
 
    “Don’t blame you there. Do it whenever. I will probably eat and study the information we have on Sarus, considering you already looked it over.” Mutieto responded. 
 
    “Not a bad idea…” Anorn pondered for a second. “I probably should have made Blade do that before going to sleep. Oh, well.  I’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade woke with a start, as someone entered his room. “Time to get up there. We are about ninety minutes from Sarus,” Anorn said. Blade rubbed his eyes, letting them adjust to waking up. “Been ten hours already? I thought you were going to wake me up in a couple of hours?” He replied groggily.  
 
    Anorn looked at the clock. “Ten hours and thirty-one minutes. As for waking you up, I decided to just let you sleep.” They both laughed. 
 
    “Nice, dad.” Blade responded, rolling out of bed. I’ll be out in a minute. 
 
    After a few more minutes, Blade and Anorn entered the cockpit where Mutieto was waiting. “Welcome back to the land of the living. You sure slept a long time,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “You know me. If I can sleep, it’ll be a long one.” Blade responded, stretching as he moved.  
 
    “Alright. Well, sit down and let’s get down to business.” Mutieto motioned to the seat with some food, made specifically for Blade.  “You should probably take a look at the map.  We’ll be arriving soon, and we’ll want to find a good landing area.”  
 
    “Ah don’t worry about that.” Anorn said. “I know where we will land. Blade, you should study this area. It’s where we’ll be landing, and you’ll want to know the terrain like we do.” Blade looked at the map. “Looks like a rough area. Which area are we moving to?”  
 
    “We’ll be heading toward Argentis,” Anorn said, pointing out the area. 
 
    Blade’s face fell a little. “That’s a hell of a walk. It looks like we’ll even have to climb down a cliff…” A hint of horror came into his voice. “Why don’t we land closer?” 
 
    Mutieto cut in. “Simple. We don’t want to be seen, or have our ship discovered. Don’t forget. There is something going on out here. We have to play it safe. Besides, you can use the exercise.”  
 
    “I guess that makes sense.” Blade looked over the map, noticing that Argentis was surrounded by forest. There didn’t seem to be any roads, which was interesting because it was a decent sized town, roughly one hundred thousand people. “Do either of you know why there aren’t any roads? Other than in the city? How do they travel around the planet?” 
 
    Anorn peeked over at the map, pondering it for a moment. “That’s a good question…” 
 
    Mutieto spoke up again. “It’s because they use aircraft to get around. Rather than drive, you pay for a quick trip. They didn’t want to chop down the whole forest, especially since air travel is faster anyway.”  
 
    “Huh, that’s interesting. If it works, it works.” Blade said, taking a sip of his soup. 
 
    Nobody said anything for a moment, enjoying the silence, then their ship beeped. “Thirty minutes until arrival at destination,” the robotic, male-like voice spoke. It was a standard message that went through the ship. 
 
    Mutieto turned it off before it said another word.  “Forgot to shut that off,” he said with a slight grunt, as he was snapped out of his thoughts. “How many supplies should we bring?” he asked Anorn. 
 
    “Good question. I would say enough food and water for three days should be sufficient. Any more might slow us down too much. What do you think, Blade?” 
 
    Blade shrugged his shoulders. “Three days sounds good. I just hope that Argentis actually has food and water, otherwise the way back won’t be fun.” 
 
    “It’s settled!” Anorn said. “Blade and I will pack all the supplies, then we shall get moving once we land.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The time passed quickly and before he knew it, Mutieto announced their arrival. Blade suddenly felt a little nervousness. Not bad, but he felt it. Why am I nervous at all? This isn’t my first mission. I’ve fought before, killed before, so why does this feel so different? He walked back into the cockpit.  
 
    Anorn was already in his spot, looking around. Mutieto kept an eye on everything as they exited Warp Space. So far there didn’t seem to be anything to worry about.  
 
    “So far, I am not seeing anything out here. At least no other ships,” Mutieto muttered, more to himself than anyone else. 
 
    Blade took a seat, looking at the radar. The radar wasn’t showing anything either, which could only be a good thing.  
 
    “Well looks like whatever is going on here is probably planet-side,” Blade said, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Maybe… I guess we’ll find out. Either way, you’re right. We won’t find anything up here. I am going to take us down. Hope you guys are prepared for a nice walk.”   
 
    Mutieto turned the ship toward the area where they were going to land. “We should land in the next five minutes. Double check the supplies, will you?” he asked, as their ship broke the atmosphere.  
 
    Anorn and Blade both looked at the provision bags, making sure they had enough food, water and various other items, such as sleeping bags and ammo. “I think we’re good,” Blade said, after going through Mutieto’s bag. Anorn confirmed his bag was good to go, as well.  
 
    “Good to hear it. We’re about to land,” Mutieto said, slowing the ship down considerably. The ship touched down. A slight thump shuddered throughout the hull as they hit ground. 
 
    “Let’s begin. Keep a watch out for anything,” Anorn said, putting his bag on his back. They all walked out of the ship. It was night time, which was good as they should be able to remain undetected. Downside was that it made it difficult for them to see. 
 
    “This is going to be fun. Seventeen miles to go!” Blade said with fake joy.  
 
    “That’s the down side to Sarus’s infrastructure. Nothing we can do about it.” Mutieto responded.  
 
    They started walking. The hours passed by with little being said between them, at first. It was a pretty straight forward walk for the first few hours. Nothing too rough, which made the journey a lot easier on the feet. There was a bit of climbing here and there. Using magic made it go by quicker, as they were able to jump over obstacles in the way. 
 
    Eight hours passed, and Blade found he was getting tired again.  The sun was starting to rise as well. They were all sweating, and began to take breaks every hour. Judging by how far they had traveled, they should arrive at their destination in another six or so hours, if they didn’t sleep. 
 
    “Well at least we’ll be able to see better with the sun up.  Down side is we aren’t as well hidden,” Mutieto commented, panting with the others as they all stopped. 
 
    “Yeah I think we should get some sleep. We’ve arrived at the spot where I wanted to rest for today. In that cave over there. Unless you two don’t want to rest?” Anorn smiled slightly. 
 
    Blade didn’t hesitate. “No! Resting here is good. I’ve been waiting for us to stop for a while now!”  
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Anorn responded, as they walked toward the cave. 
 
    As they got inside, Blade took his sleeping bag out, examining the ground to find a good spot. “How long do we plan to stay here?” he asked, hoping they would get at least six hours of sleep. 
 
    “We’ll rotate on a few hours of sleep. Mutieto and I will sleep first. In four hours, wake Mutieto up, or me, and then you’ll sleep. Then whoever you pick, will stand guard for four hours, and go back to sleep when they wake up the next person. In total, we should get about eight hours,” Anorn replied. 
 
    Blade nodded his head, kind of wishing he was the first one to go, but also happy that they didn’t treat him as a child and make him go first. The bright side was that he wouldn’t have to wake up after four hours to keep watch.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next four hours went by without anything happening. Nothing even remotely exciting happened, which meant Anorn and Mutieto slept without any issues. Blade woke Mutieto first, with Anorn following afterwards. After twelve hours, they ate some food and were ready to go. 
 
    Blade stretched, feeling his muscles loosen up, after having lain on the hard ground. He had slept better than he thought he would have. The sun was starting to set, making it difficult to see again.  
 
    “All right. Let’s get going,” Anorn said. “I want to get there by the time the sun gets back up.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that. The faster we get there, the faster we can rest a bit more,” Blade said. 
 
    After a fair bit of walking, they arrived at the edge of a big cliff. There was nowhere else to go but down. Blade groaned, knowing there wasn’t any other way, at least that he could see. 
 
    Mutieto broke in: “Looks like we need to climb the rest of the way down.”  
 
    “Or we could jump on the ledges and get down a lot faster,” Blade responded, knowing that would be the fastest way down. “Just have to use magic to strengthen our legs, and we won’t get hurt.” 
 
    Anorn glanced at Blade. “It may be faster, but also more dangerous. However, we do not want to waste a ton of time climbing down. What do you think?” Anorn asked Mutieto. 
 
    “I think jumping down is the best way to do this,” Mutieto responded. 
 
    Anorn nodded his head, not one to argue the facts. “All right. Let’s get down there. After this, we should be right near Argentis.” Anorn jumped after that last word. Blade followed right after, with Mutieto right on his tail.  
 
    What would have been an hour of climbing turned into fifteen minutes of nonstop jumping. They would drop twenty feet, make a solid landing, and keep going. It was very tiring due to all the magic use, let alone the impact on their legs.  
 
    They all finished at roughly the same time. Blade wiped sweat from his forehead. “Phew. That was more tiring than I thought it would be. Any more and I may have had to take a break.” 
 
    Anorn landed right beside him, not showing the same fatigue as Blade. “You did well. We’ll take a ten-minute break, and then proceed.”   
 
    They all took a seat, grabbed some food. Blade took this time to mentally prepare for the next step. No one had any idea what they would find in Argentis.  
 
    Finally, they had arrived and could now see the town. Oddly enough, no one could sense anything. “Let’s drop our bags here. No reason to carry them with us,” Anorn said, dropping his bag behind a tree. Then he motioned Blade to come in closer. “Here is the plan. We are going to explore the town. If we need to make an escape, we will come to this location. I don’t know what we will find, but if we do get in combat, I don’t want anyone being held back by a bag.” 
 
    Blade closed his eyes again, trying to sense anything that could be nearby. There was no change, even as they walked in. from a brief glance, something happened in the town. There were bullets on the street, rifles were littered everywhere and there were blood stains on the ground, on the grass, and even on some of the buildings. Some of the buildings had holes blown from what looked like an explosion of some kind. 
 
    Mutieto spoke after a couple minutes. “We are going to split up. I can’t sense any life forms, we’ll cover more ground that way. We need to see if the cameras are still working, I imagine that will have information on what happened here. Perhaps find out Yulara’s fate, and the fate of all the people that lived here.”  
 
    Anorn nodded his head in agreement. “Agreed. Keep coms local only. Even though we can’t sense anything, it doesn’t mean something couldn’t be listening to coms.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade wandered over to the building on the left. It was a pretty big building and would hopefully have some information. The door was jammed shut, but that was an easy fix. He raised his hand and moved it left. It took effort, but after a moment the door screeched a bit, sliding over to the left. Blade walked inside, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. In such close quarters, he would react better with his sword than with his rifle. 
 
    The place was destroyed. Bullet holes. There was blood, human blood from the looks of it. Weapons lying around everywhere and random shoes or gloves. But oddly, there were no bodies at all. There had been a fight, of that he was positive. Whoever did this took a lot of effort of hiding the bodies. Not pirates, they wouldn’t focus this hard on hiding evidence. Whoever it was wanted to hide the bodies for a reason. The question was why? Blade pondered this as he walked into a security room. There was nothing to salvage here, as it had been destroyed. They were very thorough. Whoever did this made sure to destroy anything that could expose them. There was always the chance that all the people escaped or were just captured, but with the amount of dry blood, Blade had his doubts.  
 
    All of a sudden, he heard a huge bang. Blade instantly reacted by pulling out his sword. Reaching out with his mind, he couldn’t sense anything. “Is anybody there?” Blade asked, not really expecting an answer. He moved slowly, walking toward the source of the sound. It had come from around this corner. He took a deep breath and jumped forward. There was nothing at all. Must have been something falling. He wasn’t sure if it was true, and kept his sword in hand regardless, not bothering to put it back in its sheathe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Darkness made it hard to see anything. Mutieto flicked the switch, praying the power was still working. His prayers were answered as half the lights flicked on, and what he saw was destruction. Wish it didn’t smell as bad as it looked. Must have been one hell of a fight. He started walking and stepped over the fallen debris on the ground, looking for anything that might be a clue to what happened. He expected there to be an enemy of some kind, but there was nobody at all. 
 
    The crunching of glass as he walked made him cringe a little.  He was supposed to be quiet, yet here he was making a lot of noise. Then he noticed something on the ground that he had never seen before. He knelt over it, picking it up. It looked like a pole of some kind, but it had buttons on the side. Mutieto was surprised at how heavy it was. It looked like a simple pole, but weighed more than his sword. He focused on it to see if it were a sort of bomb, or contained anything dangerous like that, but he didn’t sense anything inside it that could cause an explosion. Holding the staff in front of him, he pressed the first button. The edge of the pole started morphing from blunt, to extremely sharp. His finger moved to the sharp edge, but the staff smoothed on the area right before his finger touched it. Interesting. A weapon that changes from blunt to extremely deadly, and smooths out wherever the handler’s hand goes. Wonder what the other button does. Without a second thought, he pressed the second one. Again, the staff morphed. This time it changed into what looked like a really strange gun.  
 
    Instead of shooting the weapon, he figured it would be a good idea to let Anorn and Blade know the noise was coming from him. Mutieto activated his comlink. “You guys might hear some type of gunfire. It’s just me. I’ll explain later.” He waited a moment and both of them responded with a copy.  
 
    Putting the gun against his shoulder, he aimed at the wall and fired. A laser blast came out of it, piercing straight through the wall. Now that’s interesting. A weapon that utilizes energy. Out of every civilization I know, only the Yevonions used energy type weapons, but it isn’t anything like this. He mused over his thoughts, slightly disturbed at who this could be. This could be a clue to something bigger than he thought. It was interesting. A weapon that could stun an opponent, kill an opponent at close and at long range. It was a very useful weapon, definitely something to be researched. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anorn heard a strange sound and figured it must be what Mutieto was talking about. Whatever weapon that was, it was nothing like he’d ever heard. At least Mutieto found something. So far all I can see is bullet casings, guns, and blood. Where the hell are the bodies, or any sort of working surveillance? He was a bit annoyed. He had been searching for twenty minutes and had found nothing.  
 
    Anorn kept looking in every single door, hoping to find something. Even a body would be good. There had to be something that could give him some idea what had happened here. Mutieto had found something. Judging from the lack of communication from Blade, he hadn’t found anything yet.  
 
    After more than an hour, Anorn was about to leave when he sensed excitement from Blade, after his comlink erupted with his son’s voice. “Guys, get over to me now. I think I found something that might piece together what has happened here!” he exclaimed. Anorn raised his comlink to his mouth. “On my way.” Letting out a sigh of annoyance, he walked to where Blade was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe it. There was a working camera that showed footage of what had happened. This would hopefully provide the answer to what had happened here, and where everyone was.  
 
    “What did you find?” Mutieto asked, coming up first. 
 
    He pointed toward the camera. “Footage of what happened,” Blade responded, with a huge smile on his face. 
 
    “Nice. Have you watched any of it?” Anorn asked. 
 
    “A little. Just enough to make sure I knew it was working.” 
 
    Mutieto nodded his head. “Perfect. Let’s play this and see what happened.”  
 
    With that, Blade clicked play. 
 
    The video started. There were lots of soldiers in place, and all of them had their guns aimed at a doorway. A man had his hand up, probably signaling to wait before firing. After a moment, he lowered his hand and the shooting began. After a bit of shooting, a huge alien came into the room, with more aliens directly behind the first. Blade had never seen anything like it before. The creature was muscular, wore armor, and wielded a staff in its hands. Blade glanced at Mutieto. The weapon Mutieto had found looked similar to the one the Alien carried. Unfortunately, the quality of the video wasn’t good enough to get a detailed look at the Alien. It moved quickly, immediately taking out a couple soldiers with little effort. Bullets were hitting its armor, with no reaction from the alien.  
 
    The soldiers didn’t stand a chance. They were dropping like flies. Something Blade noticed was that the soldiers were being knocked out, not killed. One of the soldiers got hit in the arm, and Blade saw the arm break. The soldier was on the ground a moment later, looking up as one of the aliens had its staff raised, poised to crash down on the man. That was when Blade spotted a new figure enter the room. The new fighter was fast, as they cut the head clean off one of the aliens. Blade noticed she was female. Her hair flowed as she ducked a blow and pushed out her hands, causing a couple of the aliens to slam into the wall. “That’s Yulara!” Blade said, a bit too loudly. 
 
    Anorn and Mutieto didn’t respond, instead opting to focus on the video. Yulara was moving so fast, it was a blur. The aliens seemed surprised, but recovered quickly. It didn’t take long for them to start fighting back. More were pouring into the compound, and there was no way she could take them all. She must have been giving orders, because troops were running out the direction from where she had come. She stayed put, dancing around with a couple aliens, blocking and countering their attacks. Some of the aliens started grabbing the unconscious soldiers and dragging them away, but Yulara wasn’t going to accept that. She was able to get a grip on the soldiers’ bodies, pulling her hands back, causing the bodies to move in her direction. It looked like the outcome of the battle was hopeless, when Yulara pulled both hands in front of her and moved them inwards. Then the video went static. 
 
    Nobody said a word for a moment. Blade was replaying what he saw in his mind. He imagined Anorn and Mutieto were as well. Yulara had fought whatever those aliens were as well as she could have, and judging from the end of the video, she collapsed a part of the building to escape. Yulara was good with elemental magic, and if Blade was right, she had focused on crushing that side of the building so that nobody could get past. There was the chance he was wrong about that, but he doubted it. 
 
    Anorn was the first one to comment. “Let’s take that video with us. Judging from the look of those aliens, I don’t think they are just simple pirates.”  
 
    Mutieto looked at Anorn. “I agree. Their movements were very orderly, military like.”  
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Anorn responded, nodding his head. “Whoever those aliens were, they were organized. I have never seen weapons like that, and their armor wasn’t being affected by bullets. They were also going for prisoners instead of kills, which makes me wonder if they might be a part of the communications blackout. I am going to download the video. I want to make sure we gather as much information as possible.” Anorn took out his data pad, attached it to the terminal, and pressed a few buttons. The video transferred over within a minute. 
 
    Blade saw the logic in what Anorn and Mutieto had said, and found himself agreeing with both of them. “I think you guys are right. Those aliens were too organized, and they knew what they were doing. I have never seen technology like that. The kind of technology I know a great many people would like to have.”  
 
    Anorn started for the exit. “Let’s go grab our bags. I want to explore some more areas nearby. I don’t think there is going to be anything else here.” He stopping briefly. “Nice job Blade. That information could prove vital in finding out what went on out here.” 
 
      
 
    All of them entered the area where they had placed their packs. Blade sensed people nearby. Some were in the trees. Some were hiding behind bushes. They must have seen them place their packs here, and were waiting. Anorn and Mutieto sensed it as well. There was no hesitation as all three of them turned back to back and pulled out their guns. This was not a good position if it came to a fight, as they might take out two people each at the most, but there were too many to take out. Though they could make a break for it, magic would be the deciding factor on if that would work or not.  
 
    Nobody made a move. They still couldn’t see the people in the trees, but they could sense them. “Come out. We sense you in the bushes and trees. If you are friends, you better tell us now.” Anorn shouted, raising his rifle, awaiting the next move. 
 
    For a moment, nobody responded. Blade tensed himself for a fight, thinking of where he would move first.  
 
    Then a voice shouted out. “Wait! Lower your guns, men. These aren’t the Prazore.” A soldier jumped down from the tree he was in. The man smiled. “These are members of the Orlion Academy. It seems Yulara was correct.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Fifteen hours had passed. Terminus was confident the ship was going to work just fine. He had worked on the ship a few hours ago, but he didn’t want to take any chances. For a moment after it had been hit, he thought the wing was going to split off.  Luckily it had held. 
 
    His thoughts kept drifting back to that fight he had. While he wasn’t the best fighter pilot in the galaxy, he was far from the worst. Whoever those guys were knew what they were doing. If Terminus hadn’t done a blind jump, he’d be dead right now. He wondered if those pilots were a part of some organization that had destroyed the Stalwart.  
 
    Another hour passed, when he noticed something flashing on his dashboard. It was a communication and whoever was broadcasting, was broadcasting on all channels. “This is Laura of the Yavatha. I am requesting immediate assistance. We are under attack from unknown ships, and our engines are fried. I repeat. We require immediate assistance, engines down, and I am not sure how much longer we can hold out.” 
 
    What are the odds? Almost a day has passed since the Stalwart and now another ship is under attack? Where were these attacks a week ago? Terminus punched in the coordinates. I need to come in slowly. I doubt I can save everyone on the ship, but maybe I can grab someone from an escape pod. 
 
    Luckily his ship was designed for stealth and had enough room to seat five people comfortably. He could get six or seven, but any more would be super uncomfortable.  
 
    His ship jumped, taking five minutes to get there. Guess they were lucky that someone was nearby. Hopefully other ships show up, and we might be able to save the Yavatha. Otherwise I will just have to hope some escape pods don’t get captured or destroyed. 
 
    Before he knew it, he had arrived. Terminus was glad to take it slow. There were a lot of unknown vessels shooting at the Yavatha. All of the ships had similar designs to the ones that had attacked him at the Stalwart. He also noticed boarding ships, or at least he assumed that’s what they were by the way they were bolted into the Yavatha. 
 
    Terminus’s eyes darted around, noticing a bunch of escape pods. Unfortunately, each pod was already surrounded by at least two ships. His sensors didn’t report any other ships inbound, and he didn’t sense anyone else coming. Looks like I will have to take out those ships, grab the people in that pod and get out of here. I wish I could do more, but there is no way I can save more than one escape pod. 
 
    The plan was simple. All he had to do was blast one of the ships from behind, and nail the second one before it could react. He approached cautiously, waiting to get the lock. Terminus held his breath and pressed the trigger. The ship absorbed the first few shots, then exploded moments later. Terminus immediately targeted the second one and pulled the trigger. The pilot of the other ship reacted fast, but not fast enough to dodge all his bullets. The ship’s left wing got blown off and his engines were hit, leaving him dead in space. Terminus fired again, finishing him off. Phew. If that other pilot had reacted a second faster… 
 
    Wasting no time to celebrate his victory, he throttled his ship full speed to the pod. He sensed four people in the pod. They were alive, and hopefully had some information on what was attacking them. Terminus checked his radar, noticing three more ships incoming. He had no more than two minutes to make an escape. 
 
    Terminus guided his ship in, connecting to the escape pod. He ran to open his hatch to let the survivors in. When the hatch opened, he was met with a pistol pointed at his face. He slowly raised his hands. “I am not your enemy.”  Terminus moved back slowly, sensing to see if the man would pull the trigger. “However, if you want to get out of here alive, get in here before it’s too late.”  
 
    “Randel, lower your gun! He is here to save us,” a woman said, pushing the man’s gun down. 
 
    “You don’t know that!” The man responded. 
 
    Terminus didn’t have time for this. With a swift movement of his hand, all four of them floated from their pod straight into his ship. “Hold on. I need to get us out of here or this little rescue will be for nothing.” He ran back into the cockpit, not glancing back.  
 
    If Terminus hadn’t been so focused, he probably would have laughed at all their expressions as they flew into his ship. They landed in the ship fine, not softly, but not too hard either. Their jaws dropped in shock, as none of them had probably been lifted like that before. 
 
    Thirty-three seconds. That’s more than enough time to jump out of here. Then the man called Randel entered the cockpit. Terminus ignored him, as he punched in coordinates and blasted out of there. He entered coordinates for the planet Orlion. That way he could report back on what was going on. It would also give him time to question the people he just rescued.  
 
    “I recognize that sword, and the strength of your magic. You’re a member of an Academy, aren’t you?” Randel asked, after the ship had entered Warp Space.  
 
    “That is correct. Very observant of you. Can you get the rest of your group in here? I need to ask you guys some questions.”  
 
    Randel walked off without another word. Terminus was thankful that Randel hadn’t argued.  
 
    After a few minutes, the group entered the cockpit. Terminus motioned for them to sit. He was going to be asking questions and wanted to make sure they were at least comfortable and ready. “Do you guys need any food, or something to drink, before we get started?”  
 
    “Some drinks would be good. Food can wait until after this conversation.” The woman responded quickly. “My name is Amanda, by the way. You met Randel, the guy with the gun in your face. The other two,” Amanda pointed toward two males, “are Jim and Kallik.” 
 
    All of them were human except for Kallik. Terminus recognized his species as Kronesian. They were an adaptable species that could blend into the surroundings by changing the color of their scaly skin, and could control their body heat. Their normal skin was human-like, but there was a difference in color. The overall tone included slight shades of grey. 
 
    Terminus handed out drinks. “My name is Terminus. I am a Sentinel of the Orlion Academy.” He then went to shake their hands. “I have been investigating a missing ship that is not far from here that I believe was attacked by the same group that attacked you. The passengers mysteriously vanished, with no signs of life on board at all. I happened to hear your distress signal. Unfortunately, I could only save a few of you due to what I was up against.” 
 
    Randel let out a sigh. “I know you want to ask us about what we saw. But first, I have to know. Was the ship you found the Stalwart?”  
 
    Terminus nodded his head, shocked that Randel knew of the ship. “That is correct. Did you have someone on board you were hoping to find?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We were hired to investigate the incident by one of the families on board. They said to expect danger and we did, but when those weird ships found us, our ships were obliterated so fast…” Randal clenched his fist. “The ship’s weaponry took out a few of them, but they disabled that pretty quickly and, as you saw, our engines as well.” 
 
    Amanda cut in. “While we never found the ship, we did see lots of destroyed craft. It seems our attackers are destroying any ships that come into this area.”  
 
    Terminus had suspected as much. The moment he had been attacked, no questions asked, he thought that someone didn’t want to be found out here. That could only mean there was something big going on, and whoever was behind these attacks were doing a good job at keeping their identities hidden. 
 
    “So, during your attack, did they communicate anything at all?” Terminus asked. 
 
    Kallik decided this was the time to break his silence. “No communication, but I heard some things when the ship was boarded. I overheard them shouting in a language I have never heard of. All I understood was Prazore.”  
 
    Terminus had a shiver go through him. He wasn’t sure why, but the sound of Prazore just made him alert, all of a sudden. “That sounds like one of two things to me. Either that’s a planet, or it might be what they call themselves.” Terminus stroked his chin, pondering those words. The more he thought about it, Prazore must be the name of the species. “I have never heard that name before either, but I don’t like the sound of it. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “I didn’t—” Kallik started to say, before being interrupted by Amanda. 
 
    “Yeah there is. Rifles, pistols, none of our guns seemed to affect them. Before we were whisked away by a couple guards, they shot five rounds into the chest area to no effect. The aliens didn’t even flinch.” 
 
    “Did he use any magic?” 
 
    “No, it was its armor I believe. All of the aliens we saw seemed to be wearing it and none of them were affected by bullets.” 
 
    Terminus made sure to keep a passive face. The information was alarming and made him wonder if these aliens were behind the communication blackouts going on at the outer edge. If the aliens were behind it, what was their plan? It was puzzling how they could have armor that could deflect shots and not be slowed down a lot. From all the metals he was aware of, the only ones that could prevent bullet penetration would make the person wearing the armor insanely slow.  
 
    That was when he blanked out for a moment. He saw the planet Verroc, gunfire shots, screaming and explosions. He saw someone, it looked like Jorak, but there was someone else next to him. A voice rang out in the distance. “We have to get out of here. I’ll give us some cover! Go, go, go!” Next moment a gigantic fleet of ships arrived out of nowhere. There were flashes of swords, gunfire, and a town under attack. The attacking force had the same kind of ships that he just saw, they wore the same armor, and had metal poles. They were charging forward, taking down anyone they saw. 
 
    The vision ended abruptly. Terminus realized that everyone was looking at him. His breath had quickened, sweat coming down his forehead. A vision? What…he had never experienced anything like that. Out of all the years he’d been using magic, he had only known one person who had a similar vision, and that was Yulara. 
 
    “Terminus, are you all right?” Randel asked, snapping Terminus out of his daze. 
 
    Terminus blinked, shaking his head really quick. “I-I’m fine, but we have a change of plans. I need to drop you guys off at a close planet. There is something I need to do before it’s too late.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The night went by uneventfully. Lloyd’s ship landed early in the morning. Jorak and Kane were standing by the platform, waiting. Jorak was still thinking about his feeling from last night, knowing it was the feeling that Kurvara and Drass felt the day they went into the forest. It was so fast that he wish he could have stopped himself from falling asleep. Right as his body passed out he felt something strange in the forest, almost like a plea for help.  
 
    The ship finally landed, with Lloyd walking out a minute later. Lloyd was a Master in the Academy. He was considered one of the best fighters. His use of magic wasn’t as strong as others, but very few could beat him in hand-to-hand combat. He was in his late thirties, with a strong, muscular build. His light brown hair moved with the breeze. His sword hung on his back. He didn’t like guns, so he rarely carried one.   
 
    Jorak smiled, stepping forward to shake Lloyd’s hand. “It’s nice to see you again Lloyd,” he said as he clasped Lloyd’s hand. 
 
    “It’s good to see both of you again, also. I am sorry for the delay, but I had some things to deal with before I could get here.” 
 
    “We know how busy you can be. We are glad you could make it. Let’s go and discuss what we know so far about the situation.” Jorak said. 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunate that this can’t be a vacation,” Lloyd responded, with a bit of a sigh. 
 
    Kane noticed the sigh. Whatever Lloyd had been doing beforehand, Kane couldn’t help but wonder if it was related to the problems in this part of the galaxy. Lloyd wasn’t one to sigh normally, especially this early in a mission. 
 
      
 
    “You say you got that feeling last night? What about you Kane?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “I did not, but I fell asleep pretty fast, so it’s possible I was already asleep when it came.” Kane responded. 
 
    “Then I think it’s time we entered the forest. We are going to accept Yorik’s offer to send trackers with us,” Lloyd said, after a couple minutes of silence. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the best course of action?” Jorak asked. Lloyd hadn’t been here for more than an hour, and he already wanted to go straight into the forest. It was typical for Lloyd to just jump straight into it. 
 
    “That seems like a rash action, especially with what happened to Drass and Kurvara,” Kane chipped in. He was about to say something else when Lloyd raised his hand to silence them. 
 
    “Hear me out. This is the inevitable action that we are going to do. We all know it. There would be no other point in being here, except to eventually go into the forest. The difference is we are going to have trackers. The militia on this planet will be on high alert, with transport ships on standby. The second we activate our tracking beacons, Yorik’s men should be in the ships within minutes. No matter how far we go, it shouldn’t take them more than five minutes to get to us.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we ask the remaining people on our list first? We still have a few left that might be helpful.” Kane asked. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s worth it personally. From looking at Yorik’s report and what you said, if there was anything else, it should be in this report,” Lloyd said. “I know you two collected all the information you could. It’s time to use that information and find out what happened. If Kurvara or Drass are still alive, time is of the essence.” 
 
    “You’re right. Drass and Kurvara went into the forest for a reason and if they are alive, hopefully we can find them.” Jorak responded. In truth, he was looking forward to this, waiting around for something to happen was so boring. This was the kind of approach he liked.  
 
    “If their alive, I bet their communications and magic are blocked off. At least I would hope that’s why we’ve had no contact of any kind from Drass or Kurvara,” Kane said. 
 
    Jorak nodded his head. “That would be my guess, if they are alive. Regardless, I think we should bring a small group of men with us, say five or so.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I agree with that. Five soldiers will make it easier to spot us, and might do us more harm than good,” Lloyd responded. 
 
    “I was thinking that as well, but I think you are wrong. We want to find them and regardless, we are going to be activating our beacons with or without the other soldiers. Those five men could be the difference between reinforcements arriving on time or us being captured or dead,” Kane argued.  
 
    Nobody responded to Kane for a few minutes. Lloyd pondered what he had said, but Jorak knew that Lloyd would see the logic in the plan.  
 
    “You’re right. I don’t see how they could get in our way at all. Let’s bring this plan to Yorik and hope he will give us five of his men. Regardless, we are going to enter that forest with or without his men,” Lloyd said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was wondering how much longer it would be before you presented a plan,” Yorik said, after Lloyd had laid out the plan. “I’ll be honest. I didn’t expect you to want to enter the forest so quickly. I do like the plan. If this doesn’t work, I don’t see any other way to fix this problem.” 
 
    “I am glad you approve.” Lloyd breathed a sigh of relief. He was worried that Yorik would argue against his plan. “How long until your men can be ready?” 
 
    “They can be ready for combat in a minute. For your plan, no more than an hour.” 
 
    “Thank you. As soon as you figure out which men are going with us, have them meet us in front of the forest in an hour. I will give you a call right before we leave.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. Here are the beacons. I will be giving you guys our best men for this mission. Good luck,” Yorik said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hour passed quickly. Kane had his rifle, sword, and some grenades. Jorak grabbed his own weapons. Lloyd grabbed grenades, but did not bring a gun. As they were walking to the forest, they saw five men. 
 
    “Looks like they beat us here,” Lloyd commented. 
 
    “Well at least they are eager. I just hope this is an overreaction to what is going on here,” Jorak replied. 
 
    As they got close, one of the men walked up, with his helmet tucked under his arm.  
 
    “About time you guys showed up. My names Otis. I am the leader of these men. These are Edgar, Virgil, Lance, and Darnell.”  
 
    Otis pointed at each one individually. He did not offer his hand.  
 
    Kane could sense the annoyance in Otis. This puzzled him, but he imagined he would find out the reason for Otis’s demeanor. 
 
    “Do you have a problem, Otis?” Lloyd asked. “If so, I would like to get it out of the way before we get started.”  
 
    Lloyd did not waste time in getting to the problem. This didn’t surprise Kane.  Lloyd was a very blunt individual. When he thought there was an issue, he wanted to get it out of the way.  
 
    Otis’s eyes shifted to Lloyd. “Don’t think that you know what’s going on inside my head,” Otis said, a hint of irritation in his voice. 
 
    That gave Kane his answer. Otis wasn’t used to taking orders from people he’d never met before. 
 
    “I can tell you this,” Lloyd said. “Get it sorted out now, or leave. I will not endanger lives because you can’t keep yourself focused.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that. My problems won’t affect me in anyway, so how about we drop this and get going.” Otis slammed his helmet on, while walking forward toward the forest.  
 
    Lloyd put a hand on Otis’s shoulder. “Let’s get this straight, I am in command here. If you have a problem following orders, you better walk off now. You guys are going to be behind us.” 
 
    Otis turned around, stepped aside, and pointed his arm toward the forest.  
 
    “Lead the way,” he responded coldly.  
 
    Without further ado, Lloyd, Kane, and Jorak walked in front, followed by Otis and his men. 
 
    When they entered the forest, Kane immediately sensed Otis’s mind shift, from annoyance to complete focus. He definitely hadn’t lied when he said it wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    Kane made sure he was on high alert. With people going missing, he did not plan on being one of them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All of them walked for well over an hour, moving carefully. It was a little unnerving how quiet it was. Every crunch of leaves or a stick breaking sounded loud.  
 
    Kane couldn’t imagine the kidnapper’s base being much farther. Otherwise the kidnappers would travel quite far to kidnap some individuals.  
 
    Then again, they did capture two Academy members. If they can take them and drag them out alive, or even kill them, they know what they’re doing. 
 
    Jorak nudged Kane with his elbow. “Stay focused,” he whispered. 
 
    Kane lowered his face. He felt his cheeks redden with embarrassment. “Sorry. Just thinking about what we may find.” 
 
    “I know. Just stay focused. We can worry about that after we deal with them.” 
 
    Kane just nodded.  
 
    Then he felt something. It was a weak presence, almost like a shout for help. Instinctively he started walking that way, along with Jorak and Lloyd. 
 
    This is it. We’re about to find out what’s going on. 
 
    Lloyd raised his hand to make sure everyone stopped. “I know you five don’t sense it, but we need to go this way. Be prepared for anything. Whatever is over there, isn’t far. This is most likely where the kidnappers are,” Lloyd said, with his sword in hand. 
 
    Kane raised his rifle slightly, getting ready to react. Nerves started fluttering inside him, something he hadn’t felt in a while.  
 
    I shouldn’t be nervous. I have dealt with worse than kidnappers.  
 
    He glanced over at Jorak, who had his gun at the ready. 
 
    Nobody said a word as everyone moved quickly, silently. Kane could feel the presence getting closer, but the feeling itself was pretty weak.  
 
    It must be Drass or Kurvara. They must be sending out a signal. 
 
    All of them arrived at a cave. Kane couldn’t see anything yet. They didn’t move in, as Lloyd stopped at the entrance.  
 
    “All right. This is it guys. As soon as we get in, be ready to fight,” Lloyd said, moving forward. 
 
    Oddly enough, Kane could only sense one person in the cave, and no one else. That could mean this was Drass, or Kurvara, or the people in the cave were masking themselves with magic. Kane hoped it was Drass or Kurvara, but he would be surprised if that were the case. 
 
    Everyone was tense as they walked into the cave. It was getting darker the farther they got, but there seemed to be a light ahead. After a few minutes, Kane saw someone chained to the wall. Lloyd stopped again, causing the rest of them to stop. 
 
    That was when Kane noticed two figures right next to the prisoner. Lloyd pointed his sword at them.  
 
    “Whoever you are, I recommend surrender. We will not hesitate to kill you,” Lloyd said. 
 
    Otis and his men all had their rifles aimed at the intruders. Kane could sense that Otis really wanted to start firing. Kane couldn’t blame him. There was something off about this. 
 
    One of the figures stepping forward, a smile on its lips. “You have finally made it,” it said in perfect English. 
 
    “Don’t move any closer to the prisoner, or we will fire on you,” Lloyd warned again.  
 
    Lloyd said this so that Otis knew he had the all clear to fire. He would rather save the prisoner than let her become a hostage. 
 
    The other figure stepped forward next to his partner, spitting on the ground. “You think we are cowards? We don’t use hostages as bargaining tools.”  
 
    The figure’s hand reached across his back, pulling out a staff.  
 
    “I think we should kill them. They aren’t going to surrender,” Otis said, after a moment of silence. 
 
    Lloyd’s eyes shifted to Otis, then back to the intruders. “Unless you want to die right here, you should know you have no way to win this.” 
 
    To all their surprise, the intruders both laughed. “That may be true. We don’t fear it. It’s worth it, especially to fight someone from the Academy.”  
 
    The intruders both charged, not waiting for a response. 
 
    Otis didn’t wait any longer.  
 
    “Open fire!”  
 
    Bullets flew straight toward the two aliens. Kane didn’t understand why the aliens charged. They would die the instant the bullets hit them. He let out a gasp of surprise when the aliens didn’t stop. The bullets made contact, but didn’t seem to have any effect.  
 
    “What the hell?” someone shouted out, as the warriors got within ten feet of them. 
 
    Lloyd interfered, jumping forward, using his sword to intercept one of the alien’s staffs. Jorak dropped his gun, ran forward, and intercepted the other one. 
 
    Lloyd kicked the warrior back, taking that moment to speak. “Kane, get the prisoner. We’ll handle these guys.” 
 
    Kane nodded his head, running toward the prisoner, looking around carefully for traps or more intruders. 
 
    It didn’t take long for him to know that those were the only two aliens in this cave. He then noticed the prisoner was a female, and she looked beaten. She had black hair that fell down past the neck, and green eyes. Even with the bruises and cuts, Kane could recognize that this was Kurvara. 
 
    She looked up, eyes wide in surprise.  
 
    “Don’t worry. We will get you out of here,” Kane said. 
 
    “It’s…about time,” she said in a strained voice. 
 
    With a quick motion of his hands, the chains shattered off of Kurvara. Her body collapsed forward, but Kane caught her before she hit the ground.  
 
    “We’re going to get you out of here,” he promised.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lloyd was impressed with the skill of this fighter. He was dodging and blocking his blows with ease. Even then, it didn’t take long before Lloyd found an opening. With a diagonal slash, his sword ripped into the fighter’s armor, starting at the left shoulder, down to the right side of the warrior’s leg. The warrior split apart, blood splattering everywhere. 
 
    Jorak had finished off his opponent by beheading him. The head fell to the floor, rolling downwards. Jorak let out a breath. That warrior was stronger than he had expected.  
 
    Jorak looked at the body. He had never seen this species before. The armor and staff were something he’d never seen before, either. 
 
    “Look at this, Lloyd. You ever seen anything like it?” Jorak asked. 
 
    Lloyd shook his head, not elaborating further. He was just as confused as Jorak. He was expecting to see thugs, pirates, or something that he would recognize.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone joined up with Kane, who had just finished injecting Kurvara with a shot of Melbit. Melbit was a liquid form used for healing. A small dose would give her a temporary energy boost. It would allow her to move although, due to the severity of her wounds, the effect may not last for long.   
 
    Kurvara stood up, with help from Kane. She leaned on him for support. “I was starting to wonder if I was going to die here. Thanks for the rescue.” 
 
    “No problem. If it wasn’t for your signal we wouldn’t have found you,” Kane responded. 
 
    Lloyd walked up at that moment. “I am sorry to rush this, but where are the people who captured you, and do you know where Drass is?” 
 
    Kurvara’s eyes dropped a bit. She took a deep breath before responding.  
 
    “Drass was killed trying to save me,” she said, not hiding the sadness in her voice. “It was those aliens. They call themselves the Prazore. The Prazore had left me chained, saying I would be questioned by the Warlord.”  
 
    “I am sorry to hear that. Drass was a good warrior.”  
 
    Lloyd kept a neutral voice, but was a bit saddened. He was never amazing friends with Drass, but it was a sad loss for the Academy. 
 
    “Have you been hurt the whole time?” Kane asked. 
 
    She looked at him and took a moment to think. “Yes. There were a lot more than two when I was fighting. They got me pretty good. For some reason, they didn’t want to kill me. Whatever the Prazore chained me up with made it very difficult for me to do any magic. It would shock me if I tried anything. Even when I was sending that signal for help. They know you’re here…they said something about the Academy, but I don’t know what, due to their language.”  
 
    Lloyd was about to ask something else when Otis walked up. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Otis said. “I would prefer to get her out of here, before anyone comes back.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree. Call and get a transport down here,” Lloyd responded. 
 
    “I have Edgar on it already. Should be done shortly.” 
 
    “Actually, we have a problem,” Edgar said, walking over to them. “I can’t get into contact. The signal’s being jammed.” 
 
    “It’s being jammed? How is that possible? It was just working thirty minutes ago!” Kane exclaimed.  
 
    “We could always activate our beacons, and our reinforcements should get here fast,” Lance suggested.  
 
    “No. I have a bad feeling they won’t be able to come,” Lloyd responded. 
 
    Otis looked directly at Lloyd, a bit surprised. “What do you mean they won’t be able to come? You really think we would be abandoned?” he said, with a hint of anger. 
 
    Lloyd ignored the anger in Otis’s voice. “I don’t think they will have a choice. Let’s get out of this cave. I am going to climb to the top of a tree and see if my fears are correct.” 
 
    “How—”  
 
    But Otis dropped his response. Lloyd was already walking away. Otis sighed, motioning for his men to follow. Kane and Jorak helped Kurvara walk out of the cave. 
 
    The moment everyone got out of the cave, Lloyd walked to the highest tree that he could see. He crouched, then jumped a good twenty feet in the air. He landed on a branch, then jumped another twenty feet, and kept jumping until he hit the top. 
 
    “That’s one hell of a jump,” Edgar said in awe. 
 
    Otis just snorted in response, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    A few minutes passed before Lloyd came back. While he didn’t show any signs physically, Kane could sense his distress. 
 
    “This is bigger than I thought,” Lloyd said in a calm voice, like nothing was happening. “There are two large ships in orbit and, if my guess is right, they are invading this planet. We need to hurry back right now.”  
 
    “What? Two large ships? Pirates?” Otis asked. 
 
    Kurvara took this moment to interrupt. “No. It’s the Prazore. That’s one thing I am confident of. This is a species invading our side of the galaxy. We need to warn the Alliance.”  
 
    “That seems pretty bold. Why would a species that is planning an invasion kidnap people?” Otis asked.  
 
    “Who knows? But we better get moving or there won’t be anything to help with. Let’s get out of here. We’re already an hour away from everyone,” Lloyd said. 
 
    Lloyd wanted to get running, but Kurvara was in no shape to run. This wasn’t going to be easy.  
 
    “You guys need to go ahead of me,” Kurvara said, interrupting Lloyd’s thoughts. 
 
    “We can’t leave you alone. You couldn’t defend yourself in your current state,” Jorak said. 
 
    Kurvara took this moment to walk on her own, pushing off Kane and Jorak.  
 
    “No one’s going to get me,” she said. “The Prazore aren’t going to bother searching the forest right now. Those ships must have got here very recently. There were a lot more warriors. The two left were there to make sure I didn’t escape. From their voices, it sounded like they were going to do something big. Wherever they are attacking, it isn’t going to be in this forest. You guys need to get back now.” 
 
    Nobody said anything for a moment. Kane wasn’t happy leaving Kurvara on her own, and he knew that Otis and his men would refuse to stay, which he couldn’t blame them.  
 
    Jorak had something else on his mind. If this forest wasn’t dangerous other than the Prazore, then perhaps rushing ahead wouldn’t be a bad idea. He turned to the five soldiers accompanying them. 
 
    “How dangerous is this forest, not counting the kidnappings?” Jorak asked.  
 
    “They were safe for the most part. Not very many wild life attacks anyway. People would come into this forest all the time,” Edgar responded. 
 
    “Then that’s what we must do. Kurvara is right. We need to hurry, and I don’t think we can afford to leave anyone behind. I don’t like it, but this is a necessary choice.”  
 
    Jorak then turned to Kurvara.  
 
    He went on. “I want you to find a safe place to hide. Another cave or wherever. It doesn’t matter. Once you get into that spot, stay there. I recommend you start healing yourself, but make sure to stay alert. We will need you to send out that signal again, so we can find you. Understood?” 
 
    Otis took that moment to jump into the conversation. “The best place for her to go would be Calbert Valley. It’s our safe house, and there is no way these Prazore know about it.” He turned to Kurvara. “Do you know where that is?” 
 
    She nodded her head in response. “Yes. We studied the planet very carefully before coming here. We have wasted enough time arguing about this. Go save as many civilians as you can. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    She gave a reassuring smile. They were all about to start running when Kurvara stopped walking and turned around.  
 
    “Wait one second. I forgot to mention if they are the same type of aliens that captured me, your rifles are going to be useless, unless you aim for their weak spots. As you just saw, your bullets hit their armor and didn’t even affect them. The only weakness they have is their neck, face, and a couple of spots on the leg, near the hip. Not all of them wear head armor.”  
 
    She then turned to address Lloyd, Kane, and Jorak.  
 
    “Our swords, on the other hand, can penetrate their armor. You have to put muscle into it, but it will penetrate their armor, as you should have noticed.”  
 
    “Yes, I noticed I had to really swing with momentum to pierce the armor. Thanks. Leave the rest to us, and good luck,” Lloyd responded. 
 
    “You too. Good luck,” Kurvara responded. 
 
    Then they all ran off, leaving her alone.  
 
      
 
    They were almost there now. Jorak was getting itchy. It had been one of the longest hours of his life, and he was hearing gunshots in the distance now.  
 
    What are the odds the village is attacked after we left? Is it coincidence, or were they planning this?  
 
    “Stop, everyone. We need to do this smart,” Lloyd said, signaling everyone to stop. He turned around. “We hear the gunfire. There is a fight going on. If we are to make a difference, we have to use are brains. Our priority is to get as many civilians out of there as possible.” 
 
    Otis took his helmet off, walking straight up to Lloyd, seething with anger.  
 
    “What do you mean, get as many civilians out of there as possible? How can you possibly expect us to evacuate when we should be helping them repel the enemy!”  
 
    Otis was practically spitting into Lloyd’s face, but Lloyd’s face didn’t change at all.  
 
    “Look above you, at those two ships,” Lloyd said, pointing in their direction. “Now that we aren’t as deep in the forest, you can actually see them. If you think those vessels doesn’t carry a ton of troops, and you honestly believe we can hold off this invasion, then you are an idiot and should be stripped of command.”  
 
    Jorak would have laughed at the look on Otis’s face if the situation wasn’t so serious. He chimed in. “We can’t afford to fight right now, Otis. He’s right you know. There is no way we can stop the invasion.”  
 
    Otis gave a look of disgust, but deep down he knew they were right. He threw his helmet back on. “Whatever. Let’s get going. We can figure out what to do later.”  
 
    “Good, I am glad you see reason,” Lloyd said. “Now, we need to enter and see what’s going on. Once we have good contact, you guys take aim and try to hit the Prazore in their weak spots. Once they get closer, Kane, Jorak, and I will hold them off. During this time, you guys need to be evacuating as many civilians into this forest as possible. We don’t have time to argue, so let’s do this.” 
 
    With that, the group snuck to the edge of the forest. Screams could be heard the closer they got. Screams of fear, screams of pain. 
 
    It made Kane angry, but he needed to focus. Judging from what he was seeing, there were at least six Prazore in view. He noticed two soldiers firing their weapons at them, but the Prazore weren’t even flinching, just like the ones Otis had fired at an hour ago. One of the Prazore came up and stabbed a soldier threw the chest. The other tried to back away, but in the blink of an eye his head was cut off. 
 
    “Fire when ready,” Lloyd said quietly. 
 
    As soon as those words were said, everyone let loose a round of shots. Kane hit his target directly in the throat. The Prazore next to him looked surprised, before he was shot by Jorak.  
 
    Otis and his men each took down at least one Prazore. In total seven Prazore dropped in seconds. Kane couldn’t believe all of them landed their shots. This was mainly due to the element of surprise, but now their positions were known. Nearby Prazore started coming out of the buildings and charging toward the group. 
 
    Everyone kept firing. Most of the bullets hit armor, although a couple more Prazore were hit and dropped to the ground. The warriors seemed to realize what Otis and his men were aiming for, and changed tactics. The warriors lowered their heads, leaving very few openings for the bullets to penetrate.  Even with shots hitting their heads, it didn’t slow them down. Six shots in a row did finally crack through the head armor of one, killing him. 
 
    “What the hell are we dealing with here!?” Virgil said, in annoyance.  
 
    Kane didn’t bother reloading his weapon again. The Prazore were close, and it took too many shots to kill them. Jorak and Lloyd had the same thought. The three of them stepped forward, their swords drawn. 
 
    Lloyd took this moment to address Otis and his men.  
 
    “Go now. We are going to cover you. Get as many civilians out as you can!” he yelled as loud as he could over the gunfire. 
 
    None of them hesitated. They got up and started running in the direction of the civilians.  
 
    “Let’s go. We have to cover them as long as possible!” Lloyd hollered over at Jorak and Kane.  
 
    Kane raised his hand, feeling the energy coursing into his fingertips. Then fire blew out of his hand, toward the warrior closest to him. To Kane’s surprise, the warrior seemed to anticipate the move and dodged. He barely got his sword up to block the Prazore’s incoming blow at his head.  He parried the next attack, jumping back to avoid a slash to his rib cage.  
 
    The warrior attacked relentlessly, pushing him back farther and farther. Kane felt his arms getting tired, with all the swinging. Then he had an idea. He swung his sword, hitting the staff, and knocking it sideways.  
 
    Kane thought he could finish the fight there, but the warrior reacted faster than anticipated, easily dodging the strike that would have taken his head. He felt a sting to his left arm as the staff grazed it. Kane ignored the pain and the blood and kept attacking. Kane tried a counterattack, was repelled, and felt something sharp barely hit his shoulder.  
 
    The warrior backed off for a moment. Kane noticed how hard the warrior was breathing. Then again, so was he.  
 
      
 
    Jorak was facing two of the warriors and not doing much better. Whoever these Prazore were, they knew how to fight in close quarters. He ducked a blow, countered by kicking the warrior in the face. He barely blocked the attack from the second warrior. The other warrior recovered from his kick and aimed for his leg. It was a mistake Jorak needed. He jumped back, pushing the warrior with a powerful gust of wind. The warrior flew backward, hitting the ground hard. 
 
    The other warrior kept attacking, not slowing down at all. Jorak kept blocking, dodging and countering, until the warrior’s staff stabbed into his leg just enough to feel a sharp pain.  
 
    The warrior howled in triumph, aiming a blow to the chest. Jorak ducked the blow. Seeing his opportunity, he shoved the blade of his sword deep into the warrior’s chest. Blood came out of his mouth, his eyes widening in surprise.  
 
    He muttered something in his own language before slumping to the ground. Jorak was about to congratulate himself, when he saw two more come out of a nearby building.  
 
      
 
    Have to give them credit. Whatever training they do, it’s good.  
 
    Lloyd crouched as three warriors moved toward him. Two came charging. The third one came from the side. Lloyd wanted to capture one of them for interrogation, but he knew that would be stupid. Not with so many lives at stake. 
 
    It took a bit, but he finally got some breathing room with a jump back. They charged again. Lloyd raised his hand, blasting electricity at them. Two of the warriors easily dodged. One was too slow and the electricity coursed through his body.  
 
    While one of the two dodged, Lloyd jumped forward. Slashing with his sword, he knocked the staff out of the warrior’s hands. Before the Prazore could react, Lloyd’s sword ripped through his throat, cutting his head clean from his shoulders.  
 
      
 
    The warrior let out a roar of laughter, thinking it had this fight won. Kane decided to lead the charge and started his attack. The warrior was matching him easily, blow for blow. Kane felt a fist slam into his face, knocking him back. He barely had time to duck, hearing the whoosh of the staff missing his head.  
 
    The move left an opening. Kane cut the Prazore’s leg off, directly above the knee. The warrior howled in pain, and yet was still able to dodge the finishing blow. Instead of hitting the warrior’s throat, Kane’s sword stuck deep into his right arm. The staff dropped from its hands.  
 
    Kane looked the warrior in the eye, before finishing it by plunging his sword deep into its chest.  
 
    Kane yanked his sword out, letting out a deep breath. He heaved a sigh as more warriors started coming his way.  
 
    Great. I am not sure how many more of those I have in me. I thought I was good with my sword, but the Prazore know what they are doing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Otis and his men were moving silently but swiftly. They were directing civilians to go to Calbert Valley. Virgil had suggested a plan to deal with any Prazore that approached. Soldiers were equipped their grenade launchers and were going to blast any they saw. Normal bullets weren’t effective. However, a grenade should kill a warrior, regardless of armor.  
 
    “Sir, look over there!” Virgil pointed. “There’s a group of civilians over there, surrounded by Prazore. Looks like they are being herded!”  
 
    Otis took a look, seeing what Virgil was talking about. He counted six Prazore, with thirty or so people kneeling. It looked like they were being taken prisoner.  
 
    “We have to help them,” Darnell chimed in. It was his first word on this mission. “There is no way we can let them be captured. The Prazore don’t even know we are here!”  
 
    “I agree. What we need to do is all line up our shots,” Otis said, slamming his rifle into his shoulder. “Everyone let me know when you are ready. What we need to do is shoot the farthest ones first, in their only vulnerable spot. When the last two charge us, fire the launcher. We are only going to get one shot at this. I will take the one back left.” 
 
    The rest of them said who they were going to engage, then remained silent, waiting for the command. Otis wanted to do this right. Any mistake could be fatal for the civilians and themselves. He saw an opportunity when one of the Prazore turned his back to yell at one of the prisoners.  
 
    “Now,” Otis said, squeezing the trigger.  
 
    Only three of the five intended targets were hit. One moved right as soon as someone fired. The shot narrowly missed the throat.  
 
    “Shit! He moved as soon as I pulled the trigger!” Darnell exclaimed. 
 
    The remaining three looked around, trying to locate their position. That was when one of them pointed right at them.  
 
    “Grenade launchers fire!” Otis roared over the gunfire, taking aim with his.  
 
    Edgar pulled his rifle up and was about to fire, when he was hit in the head. He died instantly, blood splattering across the wall behind him.  
 
    Lance shot his grenade, which hit one of the warriors directly in the left arm, exploding on impact. The grenade blew the upper body of the warrior apart.  
 
    “Just die!” Otis screamed at the warrior, who somehow survived the explosion. Otis fired half a clip into a nearby warrior, who finally slumped to the ground. 
 
    Darnell and Virgil had fired their grenades and were able to take out the other two, warriors who were firing at them. 
 
    “Nice shots.” Otis looked at Edgar’s body. Anger building inside of him. Edgar was one of his squad mates, he was like family to him and now he was gone forever. Unfortunately, circumstances didn’t give him the time to grieve, or bury the body. “We have to move. Edgar wouldn’t want us to die here.” 
 
    The civilians had started to scatter in a panic. None of them knew what they were doing, just trying to get to safety. 
 
    One of the civilians immediately ran up to them. “Thanks for the save. I don’t even want to know what they planned for us!” 
 
    Otis just patted him on the shoulder, shouting as loud, and to as many as he could. “You guys need to run to Calbert Valley! We will hold anyone off who comes after you.”  
 
    The civilians that heard, or listened, started moving in that direction. The ones that didn’t listen, were soon out of earshot, leaving Otis nothing else to do, but search for other survivors.  
 
    “Where should we go from here?” Lance asked. 
 
    Otis shook his head. “We need to try and find more people if we can. We need to get as many people away as possible. If we’re lucky, the three Sentinels are still alive and distracting them. Otherwise we may not be able to save too many more.” 
 
    Everybody started running again as gunfire was going in the direction they were going. If they could save some soldiers, they could get some help and hopefully make it out alive to figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Move silently. We need to sneak up and help. If we can save them, we can help others easier,” he said. 
 
    After a minute, he saw where they were and what they were firing at. Looking around, Otis saw scorch marks where soldiers were hit, but there were six hiding in a building, from what he could see. There were only three warriors across, trading fire.  
 
    “All right. Same drill as last time. This time let’s make our shots count, so we don’t have to waste any more grenades. We only have a few left.” 
 
    The men just nodded their heads, all of them lining up their shots. Otis was holding his fire. He wanted to make sure there weren’t any more sneaking around. After thirty seconds, he decided it was now or never. “Fire.”  
 
    This time, the shots nailed all three in the intended spots. Two bullets ripped through the throat of one. The other two were downed by a few. All three dropped simultaneously. Immediately after they dropped, Otis pulled his comlink out. “Do you guys read?” 
 
    It took a moment, but then someone responded. “Thank god you’re still alive Otis. I thought you perished in that forest.” 
 
    “Alive and kicking so far. What’s your status, Marcus?”  
 
    Otis had recognized the voice of Marcus immediately.  He couldn’t believe that he was still alive. 
 
    “We have three injured. One in critical. Not sure if he will make it. The other two can move. The one in critical we will have to carry. Can you provide us cover, while we move to you?” 
 
    “Definitely. Get your asses over here ASAP. I don’t know how many Prazore we can take at once.”  
 
    “Copy that. Moving now.”  
 
    Nobody spoke as Otis saw the men moving over. Otis and his men were watching everywhere, making sure no Prazore were sneaking up on them. Otis kept his eye on them, seeing they were almost over to them. Marcus was carrying the critically injured one. One of the injured had blood coming from a shot to his left arm. The other got shot in the rib cage. Definitely not life threatening. 
 
    The door opened and in came Marcus, with the men. Marcus let the soldier down. The soldier had blood pouring from all over his body.  
 
    “We haven’t been able to really take a look at him. We tried stopping the bleeding, but I am not sure how much more we can do in this situation,” Marcus commented as he was looking at the wounds. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t have any supplies. At least he’s knocked out and not suffering. I don’t think we’ll be able to do much, honestly. It’s hell out there,” Otis responded. 
 
    “I know. We were just waiting for the beacons and we’d be gone. Then out of nowhere, those two giant ships popped up. The sensors didn’t even pick them up.” 
 
    “Damn. That is not good. Do you know how many people are heading toward the valley?” Otis asked. 
 
    “I sent around twenty troops, to start leading civilians there. Once we saw the ships, the emergency alarm went off, and we were preparing a defense. We knew there was no holding this attack. If everything went as planned, there should be a couple hundred there.”  
 
    Otis nodded his approval. “That’s good. We might want to—”  
 
    He was interrupted by an explosion to the side of the building. His vision blackened as his head slammed into a wall. Otis looked up to see three Prazore in the building.  
 
    Shit, where did they come from?  
 
    Marcus reached for his gun, when one of the Prazore warriors slammed his foot down on his hand. Marcus howled in pain as his fingers broke under the pressure.  
 
    “Don’t fight fool. You can’t win,” the warrior said. 
 
    The warrior went to grab Marcus. Then the warrior flew backward, into a wall. The other warrior’s head fell from his body, as a sword ripped through his throat. Otis could barely comprehend what was happening. Then he saw two figures jump in front of them holding swords. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane and Jorak had made it just in time. Jorak’s sword cut right through the warrior’s throat, while Kane’s push, sent the other flying backward out of the building. The final warrior was surprised at what happened, but he was well trained. The warrior didn’t panic, instead deciding to charge straight at Kane. 
 
    Kane jumped backward, giving room for Jorak to jump from the side, to aim a stab at his rib cage. The warrior easily parried Jorak’s attack. Kane moved forward, joining his Mentor in a two on one.  
 
    This warrior was good, but he couldn’t handle both of them. He blocked and dodged for a minute, but then he took a slash to the arm, leg, and a sword went through his chest. He died silently, not uttering a single grunt as he fell. 
 
    The warrior that had been pushed out jumped back into the room. Kane was able to dodge the strike to his knee, but not the fist that knocked him to the ground. He tasted blood coming from his mouth. Jorak turned, swinging his sword to hit the warrior, before he could get Kane. The warrior was too smart. He ducked the blow, the staff going straight for Kane’s chest. Kane rolled, dodging the strike. The staff cut his right sleeve, missing any flesh. 
 
    All movement stopped as Kane, Jorak, and the warrior were just watching each other. Instead of attacking, the warrior straightened.  
 
    “I commend you for your tactics. I have been waiting for an opportunity to fight someone from an Academy.” The warrior had an odd smile on his lips, which Kane thought was weird, as this warrior had to know he couldn’t win. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re smiling, but you won’t be leaving this room alive,” Jorak responded. His stance ready for anything. 
 
    The warrior was going to respond, but instead ducked. The sound of a gunshot was heard as it hit the roof. The warrior turned around, aiming his staff at the person who fired at him. Kane’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t hesitate. He focused on the staff with all his power. He pulled with his hand. Instead of the weapon hitting the soldier, it flew backward, straight into Kane’s hand. The warrior turned in surprise.  
 
    Then Jorak dug his sword through his back. 
 
    “Thanks. Thought I could surprise him,” the soldier said, relief on his face.  
 
    Otis slowly got up, looking around to make sure everyone else was ok. “Yeah about time you showed up. Where’s Lloyd?”  
 
    Two soldiers had died, the one in critical condition, and the one shot in the arm. 
 
    “He’s back there holding off any more from entering. We need to leave now. If there is anybody left to save, there is no way we can do it,” Jorak responded. 
 
    “Of—” Otis started.  
 
    Jorak cut him off. “More ships landed and a lot more troops came out. We sensed you were close and moved. The ones we were fighting are going to be here soon. We need to get out of here now.”  
 
    Otis decided not to respond to that. He hated that Jorak was right, but it was his pride talking and nothing else. To make sure Jorak understood that he agreed, he just nodded his head. 
 
    That was when Lloyd entered the building. “We need to move now. We have a lot of Prazore incoming.”  
 
    Lloyd turned around, raising his hands. He was focusing on the weak points of the already destroyed building and moved his hands down. The side of the building collapsed.  
 
    “That should buy us some time,” he said.  
 
    They started piling out of the building, running toward the forest. They were almost there when a few Prazore jumped out.  
 
    Jorak didn’t stop moving. Instead he charged along with Lloyd. Kane stopped with everyone else, seeing more Prazore coming from the other side. There was only one way to get out of here. Kane wasn’t a Master at elemental magic, but he knew enough to do what was needed.  
 
    He closed his eyes, focusing on the ground. Both of his arms were stretched outward in front of him. Then he pulled them in, causing a huge cloud of dust to erupt from the ground. The cloud was thick. Nobody could see through it, let alone the warriors charging at them.  
 
    Jorak was fighting two of the Prazore, while Lloyd was dealing with the other two. Jorak was blocking and moving as fast as he could. Then one of the warriors made a mistake, leaving an opening, which Jorak punished by cutting into the warrior’s armor.  
 
    That warrior let out a grunt of pain as the blade pierced his leg. The other warrior went for his head, but Jorak side-stepped the attack, stabbing his sword straight through its stomach.  
 
    He was going to block the attack of the other warrior, but the first one grabbed his blade. The warrior was going to sacrifice himself, to make sure he defeated Jorak.  
 
    Before Jorak could react, his right arm exploded in pain. The other Prazore had landed a blow on his elbow, breaking bones in his arm from the elbow down. He couldn’t keep the scream from escaping his mouth. 
 
    Kane saw the blow. The warrior was about to finish his Mentor.  
 
    No, you don’t!  
 
    Kane grabbed Jorak and pulled him forward. The warrior’s attack missed Jorak by a foot. Kane then took out his sword, yelling, “We have to get out of here. I’ll give us some cover! Go, go, go!” 
 
    Kane didn’t look to see if anyone listened. He intercepted a staff with his sword. Kane tried shoving some dust in the warrior’s eyes, but the Prazore dodged and landed a kick to Kane’s face. Kane rocked backward, feeling blood leaking from his right temple. The warrior went for a strike, when he was blasted from the side. 
 
    Jorak may have a broken arm, but he was far from out of the fight. He had let loose a strong blast of wind, which slammed the warrior straight into the ground.  
 
    Jorak let out a long breath, focusing on keeping the warrior immobilized. “Kane…finish him, now!”  
 
    Kane took that moment to plunge his sword into the Prazore’s chest, killing the warrior instantly. The other warrior that Jorak had injured, was already dead from his wounds. Kane took that moment to look and see if Lloyd needed help, but then he saw the two dead Prazore bodies. 
 
    Kane put his sword away. “Lloyd, we need to go! We have cover!” 
 
    “I see that. Let’s get moving,” Lloyd replied.  
 
    “J—”  
 
    Jorak interrupted Kane. “I can run. No time to talk. Go!”  
 
    While they were running into the forest, Kane saw explosions as the Prazore took out all their ships. They were stranded on this planet with no way to warn the Alliance about the invasion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Everything was going well. After so many years of preparation, the day had finally come. Vorka couldn’t contain his smile. The Prazore had been preparing for this war for over twenty years. The first part of the plan was coming together. The fleet had finally arrived at Sarus. It was his first time seeing this side of the galaxy, even though he was the supreme Warlord of the Prazore military.  
 
    There was a knock on his door.  
 
    “Enter,” Vorka said, not turning around. 
 
    As expected, through the door came Yaqul. After a moment, Vorka turned to face him. “What’s the status so far?” he asked. 
 
    “So far, our attacks have been successful. Most of the planets we have attacked have fallen.”  
 
    Vorka didn’t miss most, which meant something else was going on. But he didn’t interrupt.  
 
    “A couple of planets were able to scatter their citizens across the planet, along with some of their troops. We haven’t been able to locate all of them. They are doing guerrilla warfare, hitting us where we are weakest. The prisoners are being… situated, per your orders.”  
 
    Yaqul fell silent, awaiting questions or an order. 
 
    “Has anybody escaped?”  
 
    “No. As of right now, nobody has escaped. Anyone who tried was shot down on sight, after a warning to surrender. It has been over three days since the last attempt.”  
 
    Yaqul stopped for a moment, hesitating before continuing.  
 
    “On the planets Verroc and this one, there have been reports of members from at least one of the Academies. We aren’t sure which ones. So far, they have eluded us. We know there are multiple Sentinels on each planet, however we don’t know how many for sure.” 
 
    Vorka turned back around to look at the planet. That was interesting. What were warriors from the Academies doing here? This presented quite the opportunity.  
 
    “That is good to know. Here are the new orders, effective immediately. Deadly force is hereby authorized. If we are attacked, do not capture unless they specifically surrender. With one exception. I want one of the Academy members captured, alive.” 
 
    “Yes, Warlord. Any other orders?” 
 
    Vorka took a moment before responding. It was a debate on whether to continue onto the next part of the plan, which was being prepared for some of the inner edge planets. Those planets wouldn’t be as easy to take. They had decent military, and the Alliance was surely investigating the outer edge by now. Eventually they would figure out what was going on. 
 
    After a moment of deliberating, Vorka made up his mind. “Alert all fleet commanders to prepare for an attack on the planets Hucara and Cress, then prepare my shuttle for planet side.” 
 
    Yaqul nodded his head. “It shall be done. Do you want us to do anything with the prisoners?” 
 
    “Not yet. They shall be used soon. I expect my shuttle to be ready in ten minutes.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Verroc was so close, yet sneaking onto the planet was going to be difficult. Terminus wasn’t happy about having to alter his plans, dumping the people he had saved on a different planet. But it had to be done. He vowed he would return to pick them up and take them to the Academy for debriefing.  
 
    He had not expected an entire fleet of unknown ships around the planet when he arrived. This was the biggest fleet he had ever seen in his life, and it was growing. 
 
    Should I pull back? I could warn the Alliance and get the military here.  
 
    But Terminus immediately realized that he couldn’t do that. If he left, the people on the planet would be killed or captured.  
 
    I can’t risk a transmission. If I’m seen, I am screwed. The only choice I have is to use my ship’s capabilities to sneak past the fleet. 
 
    “That answers that. Whoever is down there needs me. Let’s hope I find them in time,” Terminus muttered.  
 
    It was a good thing he was flying a stealth ship. It would make it easier to land on the planet. After a few minutes of looking around, he saw an opening that would work.  
 
    Even though he was in a stealth craft, as he flew past the enemy ships he couldn’t help but hold his breath. The designs of these ships were unreal. They were gigantic, bigger than any the Alliance operated. Some of them seemed to have a weird hole, as if something could shoot from it, but he had no idea what it was.  
 
    I wish I could study these ships further. The Alliance will need everything it can get.  
 
    That was when he felt a spike of fear. Their technology might be more advanced. If it was, they might detect Terminus’s ship. This might be an extremely short mission. 
 
    The minutes passed excruciatingly slowly, yet somehow he made it past the fleet without being detected.  
 
    At least I know they can’t detect our stealth ships, so far. 
 
    Terminus took the ship down to the planet, landing in a spot with lots of cover. 
 
    Now the fun of finding the survivors and getting out of here. 
 
    Before leaving his ship, he had his rifle slung on his back, five clips, and his sword attached. He brought enough supplies to last a week. Hopefully it wouldn’t take that long to get out of here.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Damn, another abandoned town. I haven’t seen anything living since I got here. Where is everyone?  
 
    Terminus had come across two towns, with nothing living in sight. There was destruction, weapons, and blood, the same things he had seen on the Stalwart. This confirmed that this fleet was connected to what had attacked the Stalwart. 
 
    Terminus started to pull out his food, but then he heard movement. He dropped his pack and pulled his rifle out. He couldn’t sense anything, which was odd as he could sense the Prazore before. It might be another magic user.  
 
    “Who’s there? Show yourself,” Terminus said, aiming his gun in the direction of the sound. 
 
    The movement stopped. But whoever had been moving didn’t come out or say anything.  
 
    “I am warning you. Come out, or I fire.”  
 
    Terminus let out a small gasp as he sensed something coming toward him. He ducked, barely dodging a shot to his head. That was a laser. Must be the Prazore.  
 
    Terminus fired his gun at the warrior who had now moved. The shots bounced across its armor. The ambush took him by surprise, but he didn’t have time to contemplate that. Instead, he dropped his gun and took out his sword. 
 
    Another warrior came from the spot he heard the movement. They were both charging him, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Terminus focused his energy into both of his hands, releasing a strong blast of fire at the closest one. That warrior moved its own hands and the fire split to the sides of him.  
 
    Great. So they know how to counter magic. That makes this a little harder.  
 
    The first warrior reached Terminus’s position, aiming with its staff for his thigh. Terminus easily blocked that attack, then went for a counter to his knee. He was met with a punch to the face.  
 
    How did that happen? He asked himself as he slammed into the ground.  
 
    After a brief second, he rolled to the right, hearing the thud of something hitting the ground where he had landed.  
 
    He noticed that it was a staff. Seeing a weakness, he kicked the weapon out of the warrior’s hand, then sent a blast of energy at the warrior.  
 
    It hit the warrior, causing him to fly backward, slamming into the wall of a building. Terminus barely got his blade up in time to block the blow to his head. They exchanged blows for a few seconds.  
 
    This warrior is good. Very fast, and knows what he’s doing.  
 
    Finally, Terminus found an opening. His blade slashed across the warrior’s leg, but the armor slowed his attack down enough to only cut his skin. Normally it would have taken the leg off. The warrior didn’t react to the cut and slammed his body into Terminus, causing them both to fall to the ground. 
 
    Terminus and the warrior were rolling over each other. When they stopped rolling, the warrior ended up on top. Terminus felt the Prazore’s head slam into his own head, dazing him as he smacked into the ground. The warrior smiled and went to do the same thing, but Terminus slammed his own head forward, weakening the impact somewhat, although it still hurt.  
 
    I can’t take another one like that, or I will be knocked out.  
 
    Focusing, he sensed a rock nearby, and aimed it at the warrior on top of him. The rock slammed into the warrior’s helmet with a loud crack, knocking him off of Terminus. 
 
    Terminus got up, then jumped to the side as a shot zipped by his leg.  
 
    “Surrender and we will not harm you,” one of the warriors said. 
 
    “Now you ask me? A little late for that!” Terminus responded, panting slightly.  
 
    The warrior smirked, then charged. 
 
    Terminus side-stepped the attack, the staff moving so close to his face, he felt the wind. Once the warrior finished his swing, Terminus grabbed its arm and shoved his sword into its neck. The warrior gurgled as he clutched his throat, blood seeping through his fingers, before falling to the ground, dead.  
 
    Terminus turned to face the last one. 
 
    They circled each other, slowly. The warrior had his staff in a more aggressive stance, but did not move.  
 
    “I am impressed,” the Prazore said. “It seems the reputation of the Academies is somewhat deserved.” 
 
    Terminus did not lower his blade. He kept it in the same position, but didn’t charge either.  
 
    “Why are you attacking the planets out here?” Terminus decided to ask. It was better to try to gather information than to straight up fight. 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough.” The warrior took slow steps to the side. 
 
    Eyeing the warrior, Terminus started taking steps the opposite direction.  
 
    I could end this fight right now. He just confirmed to me that they are invading. There must be something more I can get out of him.  
 
    “I do know what is coming. Now—”  
 
    Terminus stopped himself, and barely dodged the shot from behind. He glanced over his shoulder and saw three Prazore warriors charging him.  
 
    You idiot. Of course he was just buying time.  
 
    More warriors charged forward. Terminus found himself surrounded. There was no way he could fight his way out of this. There was only one direction he could go, and that was through the building behind him.  
 
    Terminus could sense warriors coming through the bottom level, but there was a level about twelve feet above him, and he could make the jump easily. 
 
    “How about now?” the warrior asked. “Surrender and you won’t be harmed.” 
 
    Terminus looked the warrior in the eye and smiled.  
 
    “I won’t surrender, and you won’t harm me.” Terminus said as he did a backward jump and landed on the second level of the building.  
 
    His feet hit the ground, then he was bolting out of the room.  He sensed three warriors enter.  
 
    That isn’t good. They can make jumps like that, and I don’t think they used magic either.  
 
    There was no choice, he had to escape this and try to lose them. He saw an exit. He jumped straight through a blasted hole, rolled onto the ground, then kept running. Terminus turned to see the warrior’s right behind him.  
 
    I can’t outrun these three, but I can lose them in this canyon. 
 
    The cliff was approaching fast, but it was his only chance. Without hesitation, he jumped straight down. He could sense the shock from the warriors chasing him. He was falling fast, but this was easy to stop. He raised his sword and slammed it into the side of the cliff.  
 
    Good thing these swords are nearly indestructible.  
 
    His fall started to slow. To his surprise the warriors started climbing down after him. Terminus had stopped now. He looked and saw a good ledge he could land on. He rocked himself to get momentum, and then released the handle of his sword.  
 
    He flew through the air, slamming into the ledge, barely making it. A little farther and he would have kept falling, most likely to his death. His sword was still stuck in the side of the mountain.  
 
    Terminus raised his palm. The sword flew into his hand. 
 
    After more jumping and climbing, he made it to the bottom, then looked up to see where the warriors were. They were getting very close. Terminus focused a powerful gust of wind, launching it straight at the warriors. All three dodged the attack, with one of them shooting at him.  
 
    Terminus used his sword to block the shot. The energy of the shot dissipated as it hit his blade. He heaved a sigh of relief. He had no idea if the lasers could pierce the blade or not. 
 
    Warriors that had been farther behind were landing beside the other three. Terminus was getting back into the bind he had just been in.  
 
    One charged him, swinging for his head. He ducked, blocked. Every hit was starting to drain him, and his attacks were slowing slightly with every blow. He countered an attack by putting a huge gash in one warrior’s chest, the warrior fell back, but the others kept coming.  
 
    That was when Terminus had an idea. He ran toward the end of the canyon and stopped. The other warriors kept charging. Closing his eyes, he focused with all his energy and felt the loose rocks in the cliffs next to him.  
 
    This technique wasn’t common and required a lot of discipline to learn. Mastering it was something else, but he knew enough to do it. However, this was going to drain him to the point of exhaustion.  He might faint, but he had no choice. 
 
    Terminus jumped back, threw his arms outward like a cross, and watched as huge chunks of rock fell from both cliffs. He was barely able to get out of the way. A rockslide crushed some of the warriors in its path. The lagging warriors were trapped on the other side from Terminus.  
 
    For the moment he was safe, at least he hoped.  
 
    He almost collapsed after the adrenaline faded. His whole body started to shake, with darkness clouding his vision. Terminus knew he had to find a good place to hide and fast.  
 
    Good thing this ended right by a forest. What are the odds?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a long walk, but they finally arrived, with quite a few civilians there as well. Kane couldn’t help but sigh. Not only did they make it, but there were a fair number of survivors. Other than Jorak, who had a broken arm, nobody else had too many injuries. Lloyd had a few scrapes and a cut from his left side to his right shoulder. 
 
    “About time you guys showed up,” Kurvara said, walking forward with a lot more energy than before.  
 
    “I see you made it in one piece. That is good,” Kane responded, with a smile. 
 
    “It is good to see you made it safe. Have you done a head count by chance?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “Yes, I did! There are one hundred twenty-three soldiers and seven hundred fifty-two civilians,” Kurvara responded.  
 
    “Thanks.” Lloyd turned to Otis. “I am assuming there are other emergency locations around the planet for cities that aren’t near here, correct?”  
 
    “That is correct. The nearest one is a long way off. There’s no way to travel there by foot, at least not in a reasonable time.”  
 
    Otis knew that Lloyd wanted to get in touch with the other locations. While Otis agreed in principle, it wasn’t going to be feasible in practice. 
 
    “There aren’t any vehicles here?” Lloyd asked, in shock. He hadn’t considered the possibility of no vehicles in a safe house like this. 
 
    “We do have vehicles, but they need a tune up. This place got raided by pirates six months ago, and we never got around to replacing them,” Otis answered.  
 
    “Why would you not replace them in a six-month period? Are you serious?” Jorak responded harshly. He was about to say more when Lloyd raised his hand for silence.  
 
    “Now is not the time to fight amongst ourselves,” Lloyd ordered, making sure Otis didn’t respond to Jorak’s comment. 
 
    There was silence after that remark.  
 
    “Let’s take a look at that arm, Jorak. I know a few healing techniques,” Kurvara said, to cut the tension.  
 
    Jorak looked at Kurvara and realized how nice that sounded. His arm was killing him. The faster it healed, the faster he could fight again.  
 
    “That sounds good to me. Let’s go,” he responded, letting Kurvara lead the way.  
 
    “I’ll go with them,” Kane said after a moment. He ran after them. 
 
    Lloyd waited until they were out of earshot.  
 
    “Otis, I am sorry for Jorak’s comment. I—” 
 
    Otis cut him off. “Forget about it. It doesn’t bother me.”  
 
    Otis took his helmet off, putting it down while taking a seat. “I am more interested in finding out who’s here and what supplies we have.”  
 
    “Agreed. You know these men a lot better than me. Lead the way, and I’ll help where I can,” Lloyd responded.  
 
    Otis nodded his head in agreement and led the way to where the soldiers should be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kurvara had Jorak lay down on his back, with his right arm stretched out on the table.  
 
    “I can start the process, but this requires you to go into a meditative state, and heal as well” She closed her eyes, waving her hands over his arm. “With you doing it also, we can hopefully have your arm healed within three weeks.”   
 
    Jorak closed his eyes, feeling the pain leave his arm. Healing was something he never really had the patience to learn. He had hoped Kurvara would be a Master healer, who could heal a broken bone within two weeks, sometimes faster depending on how bad the break was.  
 
    “I’ll be honest I don’t know very much about healing,” he said.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll guide you.” She laid one of her hands on his arm. “The first thing you will want to do is focus on this part of your arm. You should be able to feel out the broken fragments.”  
 
    Kurvara paused, focusing.  
 
    She continued. “Once you locate one, picture it moving back into place and becoming one piece again. Luckily, this isn’t the worst break I have seen. We might have it healed within one week, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    Kane sat nearby, listening. He was surprised Jorak didn’t know healing at all. Jorak was more impatient and loved action, but Kane figured all Academy members knew healing. It was a skill Kane didn’t struggle with, but he only knew the basics. He was far from having mastered it. Like Jorak, he never thought to truly get it down.  
 
    “Would it heal faster if I joined in?” Kane asked. 
 
    Kurvara looked at him and smiled. “Unfortunately, no. Not unless you are a Master.” 
 
    “Ah, no. I only know the basics,” Kane responded sheepishly.  
 
    It would have been nice to help heal his Mentor’s arm. They were in a situation where they needed every man they could get, and Jorak was going to need time to heal. 
 
    Jorak looked at Kane. “Thanks for the offer, but I think we’ll need you doing something other than trying to help heal me, anyway.” Jorak sat up as Kurvara took her hand off his arm. “There are more important things we need to do than to heal me, trust me on that.”  
 
    Kane nodded his head. “I understand. But we need you as well.” 
 
    Jorak let out a laugh. “You don’t need me. Not for the stuff we are going to be doing until we can get off this planet.”  
 
    Kane was going to respond to him, when he sensed something powerful off in the distance. Jorak and Kurvara both sensed it as well, as they both looked in the same direction.  
 
    “Whoever did that is a strong magic user,” Kurvara commented. Jorak could only nod in agreement. 
 
    The tent opened as Lloyd and Otis entered.  
 
    “I imagine you guys sensed that, as well?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “Yeah we did. Any idea who that is?” Kurvara replied. 
 
    “I have a guess that it’s Terminus, unless I am mistaken.” Lloyd put his hand on his chin at that moment. “I don’t know why he would be on this planet, though. He was off on the other side of the outer edge, last I heard. Might be one of the Prazore though, we still don’t know what they are capable of.” 
 
    Kane pondered that. So far all anybody had seen from the Prazore were countermeasures to magic. None of them had actually done magic themselves. While they’d observed a small number of Prazore, it still made sense that the magic would be from Terminus.  
 
    “I think that would be Terminus, then,” Kane said. “I mean has anybody seen the Prazore do magic?”  
 
    Lloyd’s eyes widened in realization. They hadn’t.  
 
    “You’re right. We haven’t seen them do magic.” He turned to Kurvara. “You spent time as their captive. Did the Prazore do anything related to magic?” 
 
    Kurvara shook her head. “No. They asked me questions, but never once used magic. When the Prazore spoke to me they would talk about our magic abilities and they would say the word magic with disgust.” 
 
    “I hate to interrupt this lovely conversation, but what does it matter? It’s not near here, is it?” Otis asked. 
 
    “If it is Terminus, we need to go get him. If he’s here, he has a ship. Maybe we can get off this planet and warn the Alliance,” Jorak responded. 
 
    Otis didn’t agree. “I don’t think sending anyone in that direction is smart. You said it was powerful magic. If it isn’t the guy you think it is, you could be captured or killed.” 
 
    “It’s worth the risk. We can’t stay here and play it safe forever. Eventually the Prazore will find us,” Kane responded. 
 
    “You’re correct. That’s why I should go,” Otis said, indicating they should let him finish. “You guys can do things we cannot. In this situation, you are too valuable to send on a hunting expedition, especially one that could be a trap. While it pains me to admit it, everyone here needs you more than they need us.”  
 
    “You should at least let me go with you!” Kane jumped out of his seat. “If it is Terminus, I can help you locate him.”  
 
    “Look kid, you are more valuable than me or anyone like me,” Otis responded. He had never hidden the fact he disliked the Academy, but he also wouldn’t let pride fool him into not making the best choice for his people. “The things you did were more effective than our efforts. I hate to say it, but it’s in everyone’s best interest if you stay here.”  
 
    Lloyd let out a huge breath. While he wasn’t happy, Otis did make a good point. The fact he would die rather than let something happen to them showed Otis’s true feelings.  
 
    “All right. We’ll do it your way.” Lloyd activated a map and waved Otis over. “I want you to communicate every hour. We can help guide you as we can sense him. Currently he’s in this area,” he marking the spot on the map, “from what I sense right now.”  
 
    Otis looked at the spot. “Interesting. That’s some rough terrain. Moving around will be slow. It will take a while to get to that spot.” 
 
    “Will communications hold?” Kane asked. Otis wasn’t kidding when he said it was a rough area. It was in the middle of nowhere, with lots of mountains, hills. Just a rough environment. Even the most prepared could take days, depending on where they were going. 
 
    “They’ll hold. I am not worried about that.” Otis copied the information into his map. “I am more worried about communicating so much. If they can trace our calls, it is a risk to the men.” 
 
    Lloyd scratched his head. There was no arguing that they had no idea how advanced the Prazore were in technology. It was a risk, and he couldn’t live with himself if all the men died because he ordered them to communicate every hour. 
 
    Kurvara decided this was the time to enter the conversation. “Why don’t we only communicate if Terminus moves, or is in some sort of danger? That way our communication is kept to a minimum, making it less likely to be tracked.”  
 
    “That’s probably the best way to handle this. I can’t think of any others,” Otis responded, looking around, making sure nobody had any better ideas. “I think that settles it then. I will grab some men and leave in an hour.” 
 
    Lloyd watched Otis leave before saying anything to the others. “I think it’s time we get some rest. I don’t think we’ll have many opportunities like this to do so.” 
 
    “One of us should stay up though, just in case Otis contacts us,” Kane replied. “I’ll stay up for a bit. I have some things I would like to do anyway.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea. Since you volunteered, we’ll let you take watch first.” Jorak responded as Lloyd opened his mouth. “Just make sure to wake me in four hours so we can switch out.”  
 
    Jorak turned around, looked Lloyd in the eye, and pointed to the door. He knew Lloyd wanted to question his decision to let Kane be first. 
 
    “I’ll stay with Kane, if you don’t mind,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “That’s fine. Makes it easier for Kane to stay awake,” Jorak responded, leaving the room with Lloyd.  
 
    Kane didn’t say anything for a few minutes and wondered why Kurvara wanted to stay. He was looking forward to finally being by himself. He wanted to think of a way to improve their current situation. 
 
    “So, just curious, but why, uh, do you want to stay here with me?” Kane stumbled out. He felt a little stupid. 
 
    She smiled. “I figured you could use the company, and I won’t be able to sleep anyway.” Kurvara stood up. “I-I keep having nightmares…” She paced around for a moment, before continuing. “It mainly revolves around Drass. He tried his best to save me, and sacrificed his own life. They only wanted to capture one of us. Originally it was going to be him. He sacrificed himself for me, and I want to do whatever I can to make sure his death wasn’t in vain.”  
 
    He looked her in the eye, blushed and shook his head. Now was not the time to think of such things.  
 
    Kane looked down, not sure exactly what to say. “I’m sorry to hear that. I won’t lie and say I know how you feel. I don’t. I do know that Drass did what he thought was right. Don’t feel sorry for yourself, thinking it should have been you and not him. All right?” 
 
    “You might be right.” She let out a little laugh. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know you that well, and here I am talking about my problems.” 
 
    “Trust me, you need someone to talk to. I am happy to help. You went through a scary experience. If I can help, I would like to.”  
 
    Kane waited for a response. After a moment of nothing, he decided to change the subject.  
 
    “How about this?” he asked. “Want to help me think about how to deal with this situation?” 
 
    Kurvara let out a smile. “Sure. Sounds a lot better than thinking about Drass.” 
 
    “All right. Have any ideas about are current situation?” 
 
    “This situation is very unique.” She stood up, grabbing a drink. “If the magic we sensed earlier was Terminus, there isn’t much to figure out. If it isn’t, then the best thing I can think of would be to steal a ship.” 
 
    The thought of stealing a ship was tempting, but too obvious. And they may not even know how to fly it.  
 
    “I thought of that too. It just feels like such obvious thing to attempt. For all we know, their ships fly very differently from ours. If we could get time to study their ships, then maybe I would want to go through with it.”  
 
    He closing his eyes. Only now did he realize how tired he was. 
 
    Kurvara took a seat next to him. “You’re right, but we do need to get off this planet. The longer we take, the more damage the Prazore will be able to do.” She took a drink before continuing. “I will admit, I am not sure if we can stop them. Rifles are useless. Their staffs can switch to a blunt, deadly sharp, or ranged weapon in a matter of seconds. As you already pointed out, we don’t know how their ships operate, or how strong they are.” 
 
    Kane thought about it. It was true that they didn’t know much about the Prazore, but he knew they could be stopped. “I disagree. We can stop them. I think the main question is how long until we can really start fighting back?”  
 
    “Maybe. I just don’t know, honestly. I just hope the Alliance can exercise caution and study the enemy before fighting, if possible.”  
 
    He was about to respond, but he stopped when he saw her shake her head and sensed her distress. Kane knew it must be from the captivity. “If you don’t want to answer, please don’t. But how long were you a prisoner for?” 
 
    For a moment, it looked like she was just going to ignore him.  
 
    “About five weeks I think.” She looked him dead in the eye. “When the Prazore ambushed us, it was nothing I had ever seen before. Their attacks were so fluid, and they were so fast.” Kurvara hesitated before continuing. “There were only four, originally, but we barely defeated them. Drass had a broken leg from a staff that smashed his kneecap, and a cut on his right arm. I somehow came out of it with nothing but a scratch.”  
 
    She stopped speaking for a moment at the memories of what happened.  
 
    “Drass tried his best to get us out of there. He told me they would take one of us alive, and it would have to be me.” She stopped talking, tears welling in her eyes as she remembered their last moments. 
 
    Kane put his hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to say any more. It’s ok. I can’t imagine it being easy, with what you went through.”  
 
    “It’s all right. I-I was just thinking of it, but I do want you to know. I have a feeling you could make something of it.” She put her hand on top of his and then continued. “After we defeated the first four, we sensed more coming. Drass told me to run for it and get reinforcements. I almost didn’t. But I did as I was ordered and ran. I still can’t believe how fast the Prazore ran. They not only killed him, but caught up to me so fast and surrounded me. He had been right. They captured me alive. I imagine Drass didn’t give them much of a choice, and had to kill him. If that wasn’t it, then I don’t know why he wasn’t captured.”  
 
    “That might be because of your lack of wounds? Maybe they thought you were a valuable hostage?”  
 
    Kurvara laughed at that. “If they did, they had a hilarious way of showing it. I was chained as a prisoner, instead of taking me wherever everyone else was taken.” She got up and started pacing. “The Prazore asked me questions, military questions and stuff about the Academy. I told them nothing. I wasn’t hurt too much, except when I tried escaping and I think they wanted me to try.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at that. “Why do you think they would want you to try and escape?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but after three weeks they started making mistakes that I know was done on purpose, now that I think of it. The Prazore are too disciplined to make the mistakes of leaving me unguarded for a few minutes, leaving one of their weapons in a spot I could grab it.” She stopped pacing and sat back down. “I used magic to grab the staff, cut myself loose and went to escape, when they appeared out of nowhere. I injured one, but there were too many, so my escape was very short lived.” 
 
    That was odd. Why would they let someone escape and then recapture? Letting one of their men get injured to test something? Maybe to try and break the prisoner? Kane couldn’t think of a reason to let someone escape, except for sick amusement.  
 
    “Have you told Lloyd or Jorak this yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I told them everything I knew, but I was not ready to share this.” 
 
    “So why tell me?” 
 
    For a moment, there was silence as Kurvara contemplated that. “I-I don’t really know. I just felt like I needed to tell you.” She opened and closed her mouth searching for the right words. “There’s something about you. I can’t place it, but there’s something that made me feel it was time.” 
 
    “Well, I can give you some theories on why I think they would do it other than amusement,” he said, raising a finger. “The one I think most likely, is wanting to test your abilities, but also wanted to see how you would react after failing. Would you try again? Would you give up? They wanted to see if you could be broken mentally. I bet they would have done it again if we hadn’t rescued you.” Kane pondered something, then remembered about the shock Kurvara talked about earlier. “Did they have an anti-magic device, cuffs when you tried to escape?” 
 
    Kurvara shook her head. “No. The first time was just rope. After that they put me in those chains. Now that you mention testing my abilities, I think they wanted to see if I could get past the pain and use magic.” That was when she thought of something. “Do you think I made it harder for future prisoners to escape? 
 
    “I doubt it. I imagine if the Prazore didn’t want someone to escape, they wouldn’t. With the reports of Academy members missing all over the outer edge, I guarantee it’s been tested on others.”  
 
    Kurvara pondered that statement. She hadn’t realized that this problem was going on all around the outer edge. Kane was probably correct then.  
 
    “I didn’t realize it was so wide spread. You’re pretty smart. I guess what they say at the Academy isn’t a total exaggeration.” She shot a smile his way with that last statement. 
 
    Kane blushed at the last comment, turning away. He had heard rumors around the Academy about Blade and him, but he tried to act like he didn’t. It was dangerous to ever let something like that go to your head. “Thanks, but these are just guesses. I could be completely wrong, and they could have just done it for fun.” 
 
    “I doubt that, but I just wanted to get that off my chest.” She felt a huge relief course through her body. “Thank you for your insight. Now let’s start discussing alternate ways off the planet. I imagine you have some ideas already.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of footsteps woke him. Immediately alert, Terminus looked down. He barely escaped capture, finding a tree to climb that made it hard to see anything in it. He had been moving and sleeping in trees. There was more rustling of movement.  
 
    Great. They are moving slowly. Have they somehow found me? 
 
    His fingers went for his gun. Shit. That’s right. I dropped it when fighting those warriors, and a pistol is useless. Instead, his hands wrapped around his sword hilt, but he did not pull the weapon from its sheathe. The sound of movement stopped abruptly. Terminus slowly slid his sword out, then he heard voices. 
 
    “I don’t know what they were talking about. We’ve circled this area for hours and haven’t found anything.” The voice was human. Terminus almost gave himself away, but decided to wait and make sure it wasn’t some sort of trap or something. 
 
    “Otis, you seem to dislike them. Why did you volunteer for this?” a voice responded with laughter.  
 
    “I may not like them, but they do know what they are doing. If they sensed a powerful magic user out here and believe it’s friendly, I think it’s worth the risk.”  
 
    There was laughter after that last comment, except for the man Otis. He wasn’t laughing. “I also like to keep an eye on you guys. Never know how many Prazore are out here.”  
 
    Terminus couldn’t believe it. No trap, and they were human. Hopefully they had some connection to the Academy members on the planet. He took his hand off his sword and jumped down. 
 
    He landed right in the middle of the group. All of them jumped at the sudden appearance, but that didn’t stop them from aiming rifles at him.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Otis asked, not lowering his gun. 
 
    “The name’s Terminus. I believe I am the man you are looking for,” Terminus responded, slowly raising his hands to show no ill intent.  
 
    Otis lowered his gun. “That’s correct. We have been looking for you. Why didn’t you jump down earlier?” 
 
    Terminus felt his face flush. “I was, ah, sleeping,” he responded sheepishly.  
 
    The men started laughed. “Sleeping? Oh, man. The powerful magic user was just taking a nap,” a soldier responded, just hooting with laughter. 
 
    Otis shifted his head toward Lance and he went silent. 
 
    Terminus slowly dropped his arms back to his sides. “How about you give me your names now?”  
 
    “Fair enough. My name’s Otis. This is Virgil, Lance, Darnell, and Marcus.” Otis pointed at each one as he said their names. “We were sent to this area to look for you and bring you back with us.” 
 
    Terminus nodded his head. “Let’s do it. I came to this planet for a reason.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll move out in a few minutes.” Otis raised his wrist comlink. “This is Otis. Do you read me?”  
 
    “Loud and clear. Did you find him?” Kane’s voice asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’re on our way now. Otis out.” He shut off his comlink, then turned back to Terminus. “It’s a couple days walk from here, and we saw some Prazore on our way here.” He paused for a moment. “Lance, Marcus watch our backs. Terminus and I will take point. Hopefully you fight well if it comes down to it.” 
 
    Terminus didn’t bother responding to that comment, because he wasn’t sure how good he would be. The warriors he fought were tough, tougher than he could have imagined. Part of the reason was due to how the aliens fought. They were very refined in close quarter combat, and pain didn’t seem to slow them down much. “Let’s go. I am ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The walking was rough. Lots of climbing and hills, and on the rare occasion they were on a flat surface, it was amazing, but always too short. Terminus felt his hands reach the top of the mountain, he heaved himself up with his remaining strength and let out a big gasp of air. They had been climbing the mountain for over an hour.  
 
    “Phew. You weren’t kidding. This is one hell of a journey,” Terminus said, taking a drink of water. His arms were feeling sore. Actually his whole body was starting to feel that way. 
 
    “Yeah, and we’ve had to do this twice now. Be glad you didn’t have to do it the first time,” Marcus responded. 
 
    “Keep the chatter down. I think we might have hostiles,” Virgil said, motioning for everyone to get down. 
 
    Terminus closed his eyes, reaching out with his senses. It was most likely Prazore, but he couldn’t be sure. “I sense three life forms. I don’t know if they are Prazore, or human.”  
 
    “Regardless, stay out of sight. Keep your heads low, and let me know when they pass. We aren’t picking a fight,” Otis responded sternly.  
 
    Terminus nodded his head in agreement. The last thing he wanted was a fight, especially since they had to be getting close. It had been two days of rough terrain. He couldn’t imagine it being much farther.  
 
    After a while, Terminus could no longer sense anything. 
 
    “They’ve moved on. We should be good to go now,” Terminus whispered. 
 
    Otis just nodded his head, then signaled with his hands for movement. Everyone moved except for Terminus. “You follow me, and keep close. You are more important than any of us right now,” Otis said, and moved before Terminus could respond. 
 
    Everyone moved silently, and made sure to stay behind cover whenever possible. “How much farther do we have to go?”  
 
    “Not too far,” Otis responded. 
 
    Terminus sighed. Otis didn’t like to talk much, and never elaborated. It was starting to annoy him, but there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    After a while, the ground smoothed out. Terminus took a deep breath. It felt so nice to walk on flat ground again. Terminus knew they had to be close, he didn’t bother to ask again. “I am guessing the base is in that direction?” He pointed in the direction where he had started to sense signs of life. 
 
    “That would be correct. It’s a good thing the Prazore can’t do what you guys can,” Otis responded.  
 
    I am not going to enjoy taking the Sentinels here, and leaving these people behind. Otis probably knows, but it’ll feel like abandoning them, even though we must. They don’t stand a chance. Even people who know how to use a gun are going to be hard pressed taking down one Prazore warrior. It’s a shame there is no way to get everyone off this planet. 
 
    “Glad you guys made it back safe,” a voice said. 
 
    This caused Terminus to turn right. He noticed Lloyd sitting on a rock. “It’s great to see you again Lloyd,” Terminus said, not bothering to hide the relief in his voice. 
 
    “Likewise. You came at the perfect time. Honestly, couldn’t have been much better,” Lloyd responded, getting off the rock. 
 
    Terminus turned to the other two Sentinels, recognizing them immediately. Kane was the one he knew, even though he had only seen him once before, and that was due to all the talk around the temple. He knew Jorak from a mission they did a long time ago, but Terminus hadn’t seen him much since he took Kane as his student. “Good to see you again, Jorak.”  
 
    “It’s good to see you safe and sound. And I didn’t think I would be as happy as I am now to see you again,” Jorak laughed. He motioned to Kane. “This is Kane, by the way.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Kane.” 
 
    “One moment, Terminus. Unfortunately, we’ll have to get straight to business. But first I need to talk to Otis,” Lloyd said, walking off with Otis.  
 
    “So, what happened to your arm?” Terminus asked Jorak, after Lloyd walked off. 
 
    “Fought some Prazore. After a bit of fighting, one got a nice hit.” He pointed where the staff had hit him. 
 
    “Well at least you didn’t get killed. I fought some and I almost didn’t make it out alive. I had to use everything I could to cause a rock slide, just to escape.”  
 
    “That’s probably what allowed us to sense you then,” Kane responded. 
 
    Terminus nodded his head. “Correct. It took a lot, and I am not very good at environmental-type magic, but it was either that or die.” 
 
    Kane was about to respond when Lloyd arrived. 
 
    “I am glad you were able to avoid that. We need a way off this planet,” Lloyd said. 
 
    “That’s why I am here,” Terminus said. “I snuck past their ships and landed to get you guys out.” 
 
    Lloyd’s eyes widened in surprise. “What do you mean? You saw that fleet and decided your best course of action was to land!?” 
 
    “Yes,” Terminus responded, not missing the anger that flashed through Lloyd’s eyes. “Before you get too angry, listen to me first. I had a vision that if I left, you guys would all die.”  
 
    “You think our lives are more important than telling the Alliance about an alien fleet? That is foolish and you should know that. You—” 
 
    “Don’t judge my decision until you hear all of it,” Terminus replied sternly, anger creeping into his voice. “If you had had my vision, you’d understand my dilemma when I saw the fleet.” He paused for a moment, taking a deep breath to calm himself. “In ways I don’t know, you guys are important to the upcoming war. I don’t know why or how, but you are and that is why I took the risk.” 
 
    “To do this all on some vision is still silly. Now we have to pray we get to your ship without the Prazore seeing us, launch the ship without them seeing us. You should have sent a transmission at least,” Jorak cut in. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think that would have worked. From what we have seen of the Prazore, they would have seen the transmission and destroyed him once he tried to land,” Kane said. 
 
    Lloyd calmed himself down before responding. “What’s done is done. But regardless, we need to get on that ship, and these people are not going to be happy.”  
 
    “You’re right. I also thought of that when I arrived. I didn’t think there would be so many of you in one location,” Terminus said. 
 
    “How many people can your ship hold?” Lloyd asked. 
 
    “Five people. We can squeeze seven if we really want to, but it won’t be comfortable.”  
 
    “Comfort is the least of our concerns. The question is who else do we bring?” Jorak pondered out loud. 
 
    Lloyd sighed. “I’ll talk to Otis about it. There is no official leader currently, so the people here have been following our lead.” 
 
    Terminus cringed. He couldn’t help feeling terrible, as leaving would certainly mean death or captivity for these people. Before he could say anything, Otis came running up. “You guys need to come here now. You’ll want to hear this.”  
 
    Everyone ran after Otis and stopped as he pointed toward their radio. “We heard a voice. It sounds like the Prazore are trying to transmit to everyone on the planet,” Otis said. 
 
    Through the radio came static, then a voice came through. “This is a message for anybody hiding on this planet. All of you should be hearing this, and you will want to listen closely.” The voice paused. 
 
    “My name is Vorka. I am the supreme Warlord of the Prazore, of which I am sure you have heard by now. This situation does not have to be any more violent than it has already been. If you drop your weapons and surrender, I promise no harm will come to you. If you do not have a weapon, or if you run, you will not be harmed.”  
 
    Kane closed his eyes, feeling out the emotions of the people around him. As expected, most of the reactions were fear, but without a sense of betrayal, at least for now. He opened his eyes and listened to Vorka continue.  
 
    “Any of you with weapons, I cannot promise the same. If you decide to fight, I cannot promise your survival, and you will be throwing away your life for nothing. You have two days to surrender, before we attack.”  
 
    Then the radio cut out. 
 
    Kane glanced at Lloyd and Jorak to see their reactions, but their faces were blank. Kurvara showed signs of concern, and Terminus’s face flashed a sign of guilt. The fact that the Prazore had sent a message around the whole planet didn’t mean they were aware of the group’s presence, but they also might be aware, and that was the real problem. 
 
    It was Otis who broke the silence. “So, we have two days to get you guys off this planet, or we might not be around to do it.”  
 
    Kane was surprised at the response, yet Otis seemed fine with the fact that they were going to leave. 
 
    “They may not know about this place. We don’t need innocent lives lost escorting us to Terminus’s ship,” Jorak responded, grimacing as he moved his broken arm.  
 
    “Like it or not, we are going to get you off this planet. Otherwise it would be four of you, as your arm is still injured, and you won’t be able to fight well,” Otis argued. 
 
    “Sending people with us will only make it easier to spot us. We have to move as a small team. That’s our only chance to get out of here,” Jorak argued. 
 
    Otis shook his head. “I agree with a small team, but I don’t count just five of you as enough. I want to send small teams all around, so that we can provide cover if we need to, or ambush them if you get into combat.” His eyes hardened at the reality of what he was suggesting. “I will lose good men, and there is not a damn thing we can do about it. I would rather have those men die helping you, than die when the Prazore find us.” 
 
    Jorak didn’t respond to the comment. He knew there was no way he could stop Otis from sending men to help, even if they snuck out at night. He had a feeling Otis was planning even for that possibility.  
 
    “What do you think Lloyd?” he turned and asked. 
 
    Lloyd let out a sigh. “We can’t really refuse. Otis is right. I have been seeing more ships coming down to the planet’s surface, so I doubt we’ll be able to get to Terminus’s ship without any sort of fight.” 
 
    “If they saw me, I imagine they are sending more troops to that area, which is going to make it even harder to get to my ship,” Terminus added. 
 
    “They may find your ship and if they do, we could be walking into a trap,” Kane said. 
 
    “You’re correct. But it’s a risk we have to take,” Otis said. 
 
    Kane wasn’t sure how he felt about this plan. It was not only risky, but most likely not going to end well. “I can’t think of anything else, other than to take one of their ships, which I don’t think is the best idea. If we can’t think of anything else, then it’s what we have to do.” 
 
    “Well, if we are going to do this, then I need to get Jorak back into the hut, so we can do some more healing. His arm won’t be fully healed, but it will be usable,” Kurvara said, knowing that they were going through with the plan. 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We leave tomorrow. I’ll tell the men and we’ll get you guys off this planet.” With that Otis walked away without another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “We have arrived, and with guests!” Chad exclaimed as they entered the base. They had walked for twelve hours before finally making it. Blade considered it lucky how close they were to their camp. During the walk, Chad had talked about some of what had been discovered about the aliens, the name Prazore, and what they were capable of. 
 
    In the corner of his eye, he saw Yulara walking out from one of the caves. “I am glad you guys could make it,” she said. 
 
    “It is good to see you again Yulara,” Anorn said, not hiding the relief in his voice. “After the video we watched, I was a bit concerned about you still being… uh, alive.” 
 
    Yulara smiled at the comment. “Seems you forget who I am, although I will admit that it was pretty close.” Her smile faltered. “We lost some good people, escaping. I am however surprised there were no Prazore in that area. There are a lot of warriors across the planet.” 
 
    “They probably weren’t expecting anybody to look around that area any time soon. Good thing we brought our stealth ship, or they would have heard us land,” Blade responded. 
 
    “That is good, but I am curious. Where did you land?”  
 
    Mutieto pulled out a map and showed her. Blade could tell from Yulara’s reaction that it wasn’t the best landing spot. “That’s a very exposed area, let alone getting there again isn’t going to be so easy. How did you guys not run into any Prazore? This whole planet is infested with them, and they keep dropping more and more troops down.” 
 
    “Well we never sensed anything, and we aren’t as exposed as you think. We are hidden pretty nicely behind the mountain right there,” Blade responded. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters. I think this mission just got harder,” Anorn said with his head raised. 
 
    Blade looked up, seeing exactly what his father meant. He saw a ton of ships jumping above the planet. The number of ships appearing out of nowhere was astounding. He had never seen so many in one spot, and they were still coming into orbit.  
 
    Mutieto looked at the sky and let out a sigh. “Well if we had any more doubts, I think we can safely put those to rest now.” His face looked grim as more ships jumped, the fleet growing by the second. “They are definitely planning an invasion.” 
 
    Anorn didn’t respond to the comment. Blade was hoping he was wrong, but this pretty much confirmed that war was a guarantee now, and warning the Alliance was going to be almost impossible.  
 
    Yulara muttered a curse as she saw more and more ships jumping to the planet. “Whatever their plan is, this planet is the staging point for their first major attack.” Her fist curled in frustration. 
 
    A man came out of another cave. He looked familiar, but Blade couldn’t place him. After a minute, he realized he was the guy in the video they had watched, the one where Yulara had been saved. 
 
    “Drake, it’s good of you to join us,” Yulara said, as Drake walked over. 
 
    Drake nodded his head, but went straight to business. “What are you guys going to do now? There is no way you can escape this planet unnoticed, unless you have a stealth craft. Even then, it’s going to be hard.”  
 
    “We have a stealth craft, but you’re right it’s going to be hard, even with that,” Terminus responded, not hiding the awe in his voice, as he kept staring at the fleet. 
 
    After what seemed like forever, the flow of ships stopped, and they all floated above the planet, motionless. Nobody missed the ships raining down on the planet. “I think someone did see your ship. They haven’t sent ships down here for a while,” Drake commented. 
 
    “Regardless, we have to try and use Mutieto’s ship to get out of here,” Yulara said after a moment. “If we stay here, that fleet is going to hammer the Alliance. If we die, it would make no difference.” 
 
    Blade found himself agreeing with her. There were two choices: stay and hide, or try to escape the planet. If they did option one, there was no chance of warning the Alliance. If they did option two, if they succeeded in warning the Alliance, they might have a chance to prevent the Prazore from doing too much damage. If they failed, the result would be the same as hiding on this planet. 
 
    “She’s right, we have to try. If we die, at least we’ll have tried something,” Mutieto said.  
 
    “I agree. Most people here may not understand, but you guys need to try to escape. You will have our support,” Drake said.  
 
    Yulara closed her eyes before responding. Blade could tell she was debating on the best course of action. Ultimately, it was her decision, even though Anorn was there. This was her mission, not his. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but we are going to need your help. There are a lot more Prazore landing every minute, and there is no way we are going to get to that ship without your help,” she finally said. 
 
    Anorn broke his silence. “There is another way. Before we do anything, we should be patient. We need to sit tight for a couple days to see if some of those ships leave.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Mutieto responded, shocked that Anorn would even think of it. “We can’t sit here for a couple days. That would allow the Prazore to do anything they want! We need to get off this planet and warn the Alliance as soon as we can!”  
 
    “Two days isn’t going to make a difference. If the Prazore are planning to attack a planet this week, that planet is going to be taken over. We could get to the Alliance right now and they wouldn’t be able to gather a fleet to respond within a week. It takes time to gather that many ships. I also don’t think they are going to attack yet,” Anorn responded. 
 
    Mutieto mulled that over for a moment, but Blade could tell he didn’t agree. “If we wait two days, it’ll take us a few hours after that to get a transmission out, then they will want to brief us before they take any action.” A look of disgust crossed Mutieto’s face. “You know how long that process can take, and two days could turn out longer. What if more ships come? What if they find us here? Two days is a lot of time for a lot of things to go wrong,” Mutieto argued back. 
 
    “They won’t find us here,” Drake said, as if it was fact.  
 
    “What—” Mutieto was about to say before Drake interrupted.  
 
    “We have scouts all over this area. If they get within three miles of us, we will hear about it, and get out of here long before they get here.” He paused for a minute to let Mutieto respond if he wanted to. Mutieto chose not to, so Drake continued. “He’s right, you know. We need to do this right. Those two days aren’t going to mean much if you die. If we can get you off this planet alive, that is worth more than dying today.” 
 
    Mutieto let out a sigh. “I am outvoted in this matter, it seems, so I will not waste any more time arguing over it. How do we want to do this?” 
 
    Drake began with his plan. “Well, the first thing we are going to do is get scouts out there to see what we are dealing with. Luckily for us, there is another path to your ship, where we shouldn’t run into any Prazore.” A pained expression crossed Drake’s face as he spoke. “However, it’s a very dangerous place. I wouldn’t recommend it normally, but this is a special case.” 
 
    Yulara’s eyes looked suspiciously at Drake. “You haven’t told me about this. Why?”  
 
    “I’m not exaggerating when I say it’s dangerous. It’s so dangerous, we have marked it as a no travel zone. While we can’t stop anyone from going in there, we do have warning signs near it.” He walked over to the map, motioning for the others to follow. “We have to go through here to get there.” His finger landed at the end of a forest. 
 
    “We have to climb those mountains?” Blade asked. The spot ended with a very big mountain range that would take at least a week to climb, maybe longer. 
 
    “No, although that would be the safer route, but also a longer one. There is a cave here.” He pointed at the entrance. “There are creatures in there that have killed more men than I can remember. What makes them so scary is their intelligence. The creatures love to set traps before attacking. We call them Kmers, which have been on this planet longer than us.” 
 
    “So Kmers can make a plan. How does that make them anywhere near as dangerous as the Prazore?” Anorn asked. 
 
    “Kmers are about the size of a human being, yet incredibly fast and strong. They have glowing white eyes, with claws that go out their knuckles and fingers. Not only that, but some of them can shoot these claws like a weapon, and those things are sharp. Luckily, they aren’t poisonous, but can pierce armor.”  
 
    “So why haven’t they been killed off yet?” Blade asked, very curious about the answer. 
 
    “We seriously considered nuking them. We decided to test something before that last option. We stopped all activity in that area, banning it for everyone. Ever since we did that, there hasn’t been a single death. We’ve left them alone since then.” 
 
    It made sense. If the species wasn’t aggressive enough to leave the cave, then why kill them all off? There was only one thing that didn’t make sense.  
 
    “How do you know that path leads to our ship then? It sounds like you guys haven’t done much exploring there,” Blade asked. 
 
    “That is a good question. A while ago we used our Paxian Scanner, which gave us a detailed view of the caves. We wanted to see if there was something special in that cave, and maybe that’s why they don’t venture from it. The scans located a lot of tunnels, but nothing to indicate why they stay in that area. I know that one of the tunnels leads to the area of your ship.” 
 
    Blade looked at his dad and Mutieto. He couldn’t get a read on either Anorn or Mutieto. Strategically it might be better going through the caves, even if they had to fight the Kmers. At least they wouldn’t be communicating to the Prazore what was going on. But it wasn’t his decision, which was something he was happy about.  
 
    Nobody said a word for a few moments. Anorn was standing deep in thought. Mutieto was stroking his beard as he thought. Yulara had her hands resting on her hips and opened her mouth for a second, then closed it. It was silence as everyone considered the best course of action. 
 
    Blade couldn’t stand it any longer. He broke the silence. “How long would it take us to get through, do you think?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Drake said, looking at the map again. “Hmm, half a day maybe? Shouldn’t take us much longer than that. At least I think.” 
 
    Anorn raised his head, seeming to come to a conclusion. “Do you think the Prazore could have gone into those tunnels?” he asked. “If the Prazore did somehow know we were in there, we’d be trapped.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. “No way. The Prazore couldn’t clear the Kmers that fast. There are thousands upon thousands of them. The only way to do that would be if they blew it up, and I know they haven’t done that.” 
 
    “Well I think we go for it then. If those Kmers are as dangerous as you say, then I don’t see how the Prazore could have full control of that cave by now. I doubt any of them will be in there,” Mutieto said. 
 
    That comment seemed to snap Yulara out of her thoughts. “Don’t underestimate the Prazore. I have been watching them for a while, and they continue to amaze me with what they can do.” 
 
    “Enlighten me, please. We don’t know very much about them,” Anorn said. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. “A couple things off the top of my head. First, they can jump as high as we do with magic, without using magic. They don’t use magic, at least none that I have seen, and yet are very skilled at countering it. They seem to know the moves we are going to do, before we even do them.” 
 
    “She’s not kidding. The Prazore are very strong, and we don’t know the extent of their technology. If Yulara didn’t know how to heal so well, my arm would still be in a cast,” Drake added. 
 
    “How far would you say that is from here?” Blade asked.  
 
    Drake looked at the map before responding. “From here it’s only a two to three hour walk.”  
 
    Anorn nodded his head, as if coming to an agreement. “Then the cave it is. It seems most of you think it’s the better option, and I can’t fault your logic. We will leave in two days, so get some rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade stared at the ceiling of the cave, suppressing a shiver as the temperature dropped even further. For the most part, the planet had kept a nice warm temperature, but now it was less than ten degrees, and he didn’t have proper clothing. 
 
    After a moment, he regulated his body temperature, focusing on heating up. The fire next to him helped, and soon he was starting to get to a comfortable temperature. He looked around at the people there with him. He couldn’t help noticing the fear in their faces, the anger and confusion. Once the plan came out, it had caused a bit of a panic among the civilians. He’d heard in the past day how Yulara had saved them all. If it hadn’t been for her, they all would have been captured or killed. He couldn’t help feeling guilty that they were taking the civilian’s hope away by leaving. 
 
    The next thing he knew, he woke up. He didn’t remember having fallen asleep. After a moment, he heard footsteps running outside. Blade was alert, but stayed where he was. More footsteps were running, and some were in a hurry. Nobody in his area made a sound. Most of them were fast asleep. 
 
    Suddenly, all the footsteps stopped, making Blade twitch. Without giving it anymore thought he got up, grabbed his sword, and walked out of the cave. The second he stepped out, he knew something was wrong. There were a lot of people moving, and before he could ask what was going on, someone tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    He turned and saw it was a civilian he had earlier seen standing with a gun, and the civilian looked frantic. “Have you woken up everyone in this cave yet!?” he asked. 
 
    Blade shook his head. “No. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Scouts saw the aliens heading this way. We’re evacuating everyone, so we can get out of here.” 
 
    “H—” Blade was about to ask how many, before he was interrupted. 
 
    “No time! Go find Drake. I will get everyone out of the cave.” 
 
    Blade watched the civilian run inside, before running toward Drake. He noticed his father running in the opposite direction, with Yulara right on his heels. There was no sign of Mutieto. 
 
    “Drake. What’s going on?” Blade asked. 
 
    “We have approximately thirty or so Prazore moving in this direction.” Drake paused, listening to chatter in his ear. “Yulara and Anorn are helping half the civilians evacuate to the east. Mutieto, you and I are going to help the ones to the west.” 
 
    “Why would we split up?”  
 
    Drake handed over a comlink. “We need a guarantee that some of us can get off this planet. It’s not my favorite idea, but there is no time for debate. Now go!” Drake didn’t give Blade any chance to ask questions as he ran off. 
 
    Shaking his head in annoyance, Blade ran to the west side. There was chatter all over the comlink, and from the sound of it, they were going to be in a fight soon. He saw Mutieto coming out of a cave with the last of the people. Blade motioned Mutieto over. 
 
    “About time!” Mutieto commented, tossing a rifle to Blade. 
 
    He caught the rifle in surprise. “How did you know—?”  
 
    Mutieto interrupted. “I had a feeling you were not going to have one. No time to talk. We have Prazore incoming.”  
 
    As if on cue, gunfire erupted nearby. 
 
    Blade saw some Prazore on top of the caves. Instinctively, he jumped to the side. Mutieto followed him, as shots hit the ground where they had been standing. Blade raised his rifle, firing off a few pot shots. He didn’t know if he hit anything, but that didn’t stop him from firing while the people around him got in position. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Mutieto shouted. 
 
    Blade stopped shooting and slammed a new magazine into his rifle. Mutieto kept shouting his command. Most of them stopped shooting, but some continued. 
 
    “Blade, grab the people who are firing their weapons and order them out of here. They will only get themselves killed.”  
 
    That was when a rocket hit the top of the cave, causing Blade to almost lose his balance. 
 
    Mutieto continued. “There is no point shooting from here. The odds of hitting their vulnerable spots are low, and we don’t have the ammo to keep trying.” Mutieto braced himself as another rocket hit, causing the ground to shake. 
 
    Prazore were starting to come in from the side, while the ones on top were still firing. A couple soldiers were blasted. One had a shot through his arm, while some were dead on the ground, with multiple holes in their heads and bodies.  
 
    Blade put his rifle on his back and took out his sword. He ran toward two people who were screaming as they kept firing, but not really aiming. Shots were coming in all around him. One was about to hit him but Blade lifted his sword to block the shot. The shot was a blue laser that dissipated on impact. Well, at least they can’t shoot through our swords. Otherwise I would be dead right now. 
 
    The two civilians didn’t notice his arrival behind them.  
 
    “Stop firing!” Blade yelled. One of them turned, almost hitting him with the rifle. He ducked the blow. Probably shouldn’t have yelled right behind them. “I’m a friendly! You guys need to get out of here now!” Blade commanded. 
 
    “Y-yeah. Good idea. W-where should we go?” one of them asked, quivering in fear. 
 
    “Go that way. This isn’t a place for you guys to be.” Blade pointed toward a group of people running away. The two civilians didn’t even thank him as they ran off.  
 
    About to move on, Blade heard movement nearby. He ducked, hearing the rush of air above his head, then a thud as a Prazore staff hit the rock right next to him. Reacting purely on instinct, Blade raised his sword to block the next strike, then took a few steps back, hearing the whoosh as something hard missed its target. He noticed there were two Prazore warriors, both charging him. Blade took his right hand off his sword, preparing to launch a powerful flame attack. But before he could get the attack off, the warriors were blasted from the side. He turned and saw Mutieto and two other soldiers, all with their rifles raised. 
 
    “Thanks. Did we get everybody?” Blade asked.  
 
    “For the most part. If there’s anyone left in the caves, we can’t do anything for them now.” Drake was about to say something else when the cave collapsed as another rocket hit. He stumbled a bit, but kept his footing. “There are ships incoming, and they will be here soon. If we don’t get out of here now, our chances of escape will be zero.” 
 
    Blade closed his eyes, reaching out to make sure they weren’t leaving anybody behind. “All right. I can’t sense anyone in the caves. We should be good to go,” Blade said, relief in his voice. 
 
    Mutieto turned, seeing more Prazore warriors pouring into the compound. Drake started firing his weapon. Mutieto dropped his rifle and raised both his hands. He was focusing on the ground in front of the approaching warriors. Drake started to reload, so Blade fired his weapon to keep up the pressure on the attackers. A couple of warriors had gotten hit, but only one was dead for sure. The others were still on their feet, with blood coming out of wounds where the bullets penetrated.  
 
    Mutieto took that moment to jump and his palm crashed into the ground. The ground cracked and started to split sideways. The warriors started falling as the ground around them collapsed. Blade couldn’t help but admire the move. Mutieto may not be the best magic user, but when needed he could pull off some impressive moves. He had manipulated the ground, causing it to become unstable. There was no way the warriors could navigate. Some were killed instantly. Others let out roars of pain. Only a few were able to avoid the attack. 
 
    “Why are you gawking? Get moving!” Mutieto commanded. 
 
    Blade realized that gawking was exactly what he was doing. Without responding, he turned around, bolting directly behind Drake. Mutieto fired a few shots, before following their lead. Blade could tell that it wouldn’t be much longer before a couple of the warriors caught up to them. He could sense how close they were. 
 
    “Do you have any grenades?” he yelled at Drake. 
 
    In response Drake tossed a grenade to him. Blade undid the pin and threw it in the direction of the warriors. He heard the explosion go off with a loud bang. He looked back to see one warrior sprawled on the floor, missing a part of his body. The other warrior was limping on one leg. There were still three more coming from the sides, trying to cut off their escape. 
 
    It struck Blade at that moment that Drake was about to run right into the pursuing Prazore. Blade raised his hand and pulled back, causing Drake to fly backward. Drake let out a gasp of surprise as he fell on his butt. Mutieto took that moment to jump forward, launching fire from his hands at the two Prazore warriors coming from the left flank. 
 
    Drake was sitting on the ground. He took aim with his rifle and started firing. Even though he didn’t know the warriors were there, he knew Mutieto wasn’t shooting fire in that direction for fun. Blade saw the warriors attacking on the right. They started firing at Drake. Blade stepped forward, intercepting any shots that would hit him or Drake. This was no easy task, and Blade knew they had to get away from this spot. Drake changed directions, firing to the right while running for cover. 
 
    Mutieto was still unloading fire on the left flank when he sensed Blade and Drake retreating. He was about to follow when a warrior jumped through the flames, unhurt, and swung his staff at Mutieto’s head. Mutieto felt the sharp edge of the staff rip across his scalp. Something warm ran down the side of his temple. Before he could react, something solid hit him directly in the face, splitting his lip, causing blood to pour from his mouth. Next thing he knew, he was rolling on the ground, barely avoiding the next attacks. 
 
    Blade looked, seeing three warriors on Mutieto, who was rolling on the ground. He dropped his sword and took out his rifle. Blade couldn’t believe Mutieto was still alive after what had just happened. It only took him a second to fire, hitting one of the warriors directly in the head. Drake took out one of the other warriors near Mutieto, surprising Blade. The last warrior made a fatal mistake by looking in their direction, giving Mutieto a nice opening. Mutieto sprang forward, launching his sword straight through the warrior’s stomach and thrusting upwards, splitting the Prazore’s body from belly to the right shoulder. 
 
    Blade was about to celebrate when a sharp pain erupted at his left shoulder. His body slammed into the ground, knocking the breath out of him. Before he could understand what was going on, he felt a hand grab his shirt and drag him back behind cover. His left shoulder burned, and then he realized he’d been shot. He felt blood coming out the wound, and he could barely contain a scream. 
 
    “You’ll be fine kid. Apply pressure now, and we’ll get you out just fine,” Drake ordered, resuming fire. 
 
    Shaking his head, Blade snapped out of his shock and started applying pressure to his wound. Using his training, he grabbed his sword and cut a part of his pants leg off, then held it against his left arm. He had never felt pain like this, but he couldn’t just sit here and wait for the warriors. 
 
    As he pushed his legs up, he was immediately pushed back down by Drake. “You need to focus on that wound. We have this.” Drake reloaded his rifle to continue shooting.  
 
    Blade knew he couldn’t stay down. Drake seemed to have forgotten that Blade was not one of his men. Blade focused his thoughts on stopping the blood flow, and sealing the wound. This was going to hurt, but it had to be done. He raised his right arm, feeling heat build in his hand. He would seal the wound by cauterizing it. It only took him a few seconds to get his right palm to the right temperature. Without looking, he slammed his hand down on the wound. He couldn’t stop himself from screaming as pain erupted across his arm. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing!?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Stopping the bleeding. So I can help out,” Blade grunted after a moment, grinding his teeth as pain erupted in his left shoulder. He took his hand off his wound, took a few deep breaths, and grabbed his rifle.  
 
    Blade saw three warriors heading toward them, while the two more headed toward Mutieto. He knew Mutieto could handle the two coming toward him, but these three were going to be tough with his injury. 
 
    He fired his weapon, feeling a flash of pain across his arm, but ignored it to the best of his ability. The bullets were streaming across, but the warriors weren’t being hit in the vulnerable spots. His fingers slipped around the handle of his sword, but as he was about to raise it, Drake shoved him back down. 
 
    His eyes drifted upwards and saw Drake shaking his head. “That’s a last resort. I have an idea.” Drake pulled out his final grenade, pulling the pin. In about ten seconds it was going to blow, but Drake wasn’t throwing it yet. 
 
    Time seemed to slow, and these ten seconds had to have been the longest he had ever felt. Drake wanted him down, but he was going to get up as soon as that grenade blew up. The warriors were close. There was five seconds left before the grenade blew. His fingers grabbed his sword, his legs crouched, as he got ready to jump up. That was the moment Drake made his move. He lobbed the grenade a few feet in front of their position and ducked. When the grenade exploded, the sound of Prazore screams could be heard. 
 
    After a brief second, Blade sprang up, sword raised, and intercepted a strike to Drake’s head. He almost dropped his sword as he felt pain in his arm where he had been shot. Drake raised his gun and unloaded a clip directly into the warrior. After a moment, that warrior died as bullets ripped through his chest armor. 
 
    Blade knew there was still one warrior left who was injured. Otherwise the last warrior would have jumped over with the first one. As he was about to peek his head up to look, he was pulled back down, and an explosion erupted in the area right in front of them. 
 
    He was confused about who had pulled him back, as Drake was next to him. Then he saw Mutieto behind him. “That was close. Good thing I saw him do something funny with his fist when he jumped over that rock. I had a feeling it was some sort of grenade.”  
 
    “Weird. I should be able to sense something like that,” Blade responded, a little bewildered that he hadn’t sensed anything weird like that. His left shoulder throbbed with pain. 
 
    “Could have been the wound. Possibly he hid it by focusing on it. We don’t know much about them, but I know from firsthand experience they are very good at countering magic attacks.” Mutieto’s head was covered in dry blood, from the right side down to his lip. 
 
    “We don’t have time to talk. We need to get out of here now,” Drake cut in suddenly. “I am hearing a lot more warriors incoming, and we aren’t in a shape to fight.” 
 
    Blade grimaced as he stood up. He really wanted to start healing his arm. “Let’s get out of here then. Faster we get out of here, the better.”  
 
    With that, all of them ran off, and not a moment too soon. As soon as they entered the forest, they could hear explosions and see ships circling the area. 
 
    “About time you guys made it,” Anorn said, coming out from behind a bush. Out from the other side came Yulara and six civilians with guns. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys doing here!?” Drake asked, between clenched teeth. 
 
    Anorn turned his gaze to Drake. “We are going to the caves now. There won’t be a better time, and we sent the civilians in the right direction. We made sure both groups made it to their destinations.” 
 
    Drake turned his head to Yulara as if to explode on her, but she decided to speak first. “We both made the decision. If there is a time to escape, now is the time. I am sorry but there is nothing we can do to help. If they get caught, we wouldn’t make a difference.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I have seen what you-you can do personally! With all of us together, I can only imagine how much help you would be!”  
 
    Yulara’s eyes hardened at that moment. “You overestimate us. I was in the right spot at the right time, to do the things I have done in our time together.” Drake opened his mouth, but Yulara continued, speaking louder. “They have a whole fleet and army at their disposal. Even if we were that powerful, they could wipe us out easily. You knew we were leaving. Now is the perfect time. Why are you all of a sudden objecting!?”  
 
    “I don’t…it’s not like…” Drake sighed, trying to maintain his cool. “I wanted my people to be in a safe spot before we left.” His face dropped as he thought about what he was saying. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. You’re right.” 
 
    Yulara put her hand on his shoulder. “We both knew the risks of hiding there. Once their fleet came, it was only a matter of time.” Her hand dropped from his shoulder and her gaze hardened. “I swear to you, we will get them back for everything they have done. We will come back to retake this planet. For now, we have to get the military ready, and then we can really be useful.” 
 
    “She’s right, Sir. If they stay here, then we might as well give ourselves over now. This war has only just begun. We were the first ones hit, but we can fight, and hopefully be helpful when the Alliance comes back for us,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    Blade watched the exchange, but deciding not to say anything. This wasn’t his place to interrupt, although he knew all of them were going to go to the caves now. Hopefully they could get off this planet alive. He understood Drake’s anger at first. If this were his home, he would want all the help he could get. But Yulara was right. They weren’t as powerful as Drake thought they were. Not many people have seen Academy members fight. They’ve just heard exaggerated rumors of their powers, which tends to cause confusion.  
 
    “You’re right.” Drake let out a deep breath. “It’s time. Let’s get you guys off this planet.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daylight was starting to shine through the trees and Blade really wanted to feel the warmth of the sun. The temperature had fluctuated badly over the night, from hot to cold. Now it was warming up, yet his bones still felt the chill. He had stopped using magic as it was a waste of energy, especially with a potential fight in his future. The journey was far from easy. He couldn’t believe they made it without getting caught. They had snuck past at least six patrols. He looked up, noticing that the fleet was still there. Blade couldn’t help wondering when they were going to leave the planet.  
 
    Anorn raised his fist, causing everyone to stop moving. Drake took that moment to step forward. “We have arrived. We need to move fast, as we are going to be exposed until we enter that cave. Once we start running, don’t stop.” With that he moved forward with Anorn. The rest of them followed. 
 
    Drake wasn’t kidding. They were very exposed. There was no cover in sight, and the cave would take a few minutes to get into. Blade gazed around, locating the cave entrance.  
 
    “On my mark, we all run. Do not stop, and don’t go any farther once we get inside. It wouldn’t take much to get lost,” Anorn said as he glanced around. 
 
    “Go.” Anorn said as he sprinted ahead. Everyone else followed close behind. Blade bolted as fast as he could. It took them three minutes to cross the open field and enter the cave. He couldn’t believe it. No Prazore nearby, and they had all made it to the cave without trouble. 
 
    “That was the easy part,” Drake commented, panting along with everyone else. “We’ll need to move fast and quiet. If you think you hear something, let us know.” He turned on a flash light. 
 
    Anorn stepped forward. “Turn off that light. We can light the area a lot better, and you can keep your hands on your weapons,” he said, lifting his hand, causing light to spread forward. 
 
    Drake shrugged his shoulders. “Have it your way,” he said, turning the flash light off. 
 
      
 
    This is it. Our final break before we get off this planet, or die. Blade couldn’t help that last thought. Normally he would be confident, even cocky, in this situation. But for some reason he was scared. His fingers wrapped around his sword, something he had been doing ever since they landed on this planet. They were taking a quick break before they continued farther into the cave. 
 
    He jumped as something hit his shoulder. “Relax. Just me,” Mutieto said, as he took a seat next to Blade. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Blade’s hand slipped off his sword hilt and hung at his side. He took a breath before responding. “Truthfully? A little scared. For some reason…I don’t know. I am just worried that I will die, and put my family through another death.” A hint of sadness crept into his voice. 
 
    Mutieto was surprised Blade had brought it up. Whenever Mutieto tried to talk about the death of Blade’s older brother, Blade changed the subject in some way.  
 
    “You can’t worry about what may or may not happen. Thinking of your brother’s death right now is not the way to begin this part of the mission.”  
 
    Mutieto stopped speaking for a moment as he thought about the best way to continue.  
 
    “You remember how my parents reacted, especially my mother,” Blade responded, looking up at the ceiling. “I don’t want to put her or anybody through that again…yet there is nothing I can do to avoid it.” 
 
    “N—” 
 
    “Don’t try lying to me,” Blade responded, standing up. “You know as well as I do that there is no guarantee we will make it off this planet. I don’t know how my mom will do knowing her husband and last son died.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Mutieto let Blade’s anger run its course. “I am glad you are talking about this now, but you have to know that if it happens, there is nothing you can do about it now. The best chance for us to make it out of this is to stay focused. Thinking negatively will impact you, slow you down. Focus on the here and now. Don’t worry about what ifs. That will only cause you problems.” A sigh escaped his lips. “You’re not the only one, though.”  
 
    Blade looked at Mutieto with a hint of confusion. 
 
    “Not the only one scared, I mean,” Mutieto continued. “Everyone here is scared, and probably all for different reasons. Too young to die, worrying about disappointing loved ones. We all have those fears.”  
 
    He motioned for Blade to sit back down. Once he did, Mutieto went on.  
 
    “What makes a soldier strong is ignoring the fears and not letting them effect your judgement. A soldier who says he isn’t afraid is a liar, or a fool. Fear keeps us in check. Unfortunately, some people can’t handle it, which has cost the lives of people they didn’t think about. This will be your moment to decide how to continue with your life. Are you going to let the fears control you, or are you going to set them aside and become the man you want to be?” 
 
    Blade didn’t respond. He was forgetting the basics that he had been training in for his whole life. Never let your emotions rule you, especially on a mission. How many times had they drilled that into his head? He remembered laughing it off after the millionth time, but only now did he realize just how hard it was. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one to go through this, you know. I would bet almost everybody has that fear creep up on them during a mission, and this one is yours. How you continue on from this point will define you.” A smile crept across Mutieto’s lips as he thought about his own feelings. “I’ve gone through it. Your dad has gone through it. Hell, even Thal himself has gone through it. Don’t let it get to you. So, I am going to let you think about what we talked about. If you need anything, feel free to fetch us. We probably aren’t going to leave for another ten minutes.” 
 
    Mutieto walked off, leaving Blade alone with his thoughts. It was silly to think he was the only one who ever let his emotions get to him, yet he had never thought about the fact that his dad might have gone through it. When Blade was a little kid, his dad was very good at hiding his emotions. He always seemed to be in complete control. Not once had he seen his father freak out, or lose control of a situation. His eyes drifted closed, trying out some calming techniques. One of his greatest weaknesses was controlling his emotions, something he had been working on his whole life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment Mutieto sat down, Anorn sat down right next to him.  
 
    “How is Blade doing? I know he won’t talk to me, but I need to know.” Anorn’s voice was barely a whisper. He did not want anybody overhearing the conversation. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. It was bound to happen, and this is his moment. If he is going to be the warrior that everyone expects him to be, he’ll need to manage his emotions from this point on,” Mutieto responded. 
 
    Anorn’s eyes looked straight into Mutieto’s, and he nodded his head after a moment. “I believe it. I know he’ll overcome it.” 
 
    Mutieto nodded in agreement. “You’re right, but first we need to get off this planet.” Anorn didn’t respond to the comment, and looked toward Drake as Drake walked over. 
 
    “I think it’s time to go,” Drake said. “If we have a chance, this is it. Delaying any further makes the mission less likely to succeed.”  
 
    “Agreed. Get your men ready. We’ll need to move fast and hope we don’t run into any of those Kmers.” Anorn stood up, picking his rifle off the ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I must not let my emotions get in the way. We are about to move on, and if I can’t keep myself in check, people could die because of me. Blade let out one last breath before opening his eyes. He noticed everyone getting up, grabbing their weapons.  
 
    “You feeling better?” Mutieto asked.  
 
    Blade looked at him, then realized that he did feel better. There was still the fear of dying and letting his family down, but not as bad as before. When he thought about how his father had gone through this same thing, it made it easier, in a way. 
 
    “Yes, I do feel a bit better,” Blade said. 
 
    Yulara gathered everyone around her, waiting for Blade and Mutieto to come over, before speaking.  
 
    “Before we move out, I believe our best course of action is for Anorn and I to take point. Blade and Mutieto, you will watch our flank,” Yulara said, looking over everyone. “We will keep lighting the cave as we have been. I don’t want any surprises, if the Kmers do attack us.” 
 
    Nobody wanted to argue with her, let alone be on point in this cave.  
 
    “I agree. We’ll be ready when we get attacked,” Drake responded. He had almost forgotten that Yulara had memorized the caves, so there was no need for him to be on point with her. 
 
    Everybody started moving slowly through the cave. Yulara had her hand out in front of her. Her hand glowed brightly, making it easy to see a good fifteen feet in front of her. Anorn followed right next to her, keeping a look out so that Yulara could focus purely on the light. Mutieto and Blade both went to the flank. Neither of them were generating light, because Yulara’s light was bright enough for everyone. Drake fell in behind with the other men, his gun raised, awaiting the moment when they might get attacked. 
 
    Blade didn’t know how long he’d been walking, but it felt like days. The cave seemed to go on forever. Nobody had heard anything significant yet, however every time there was a noise, everyone jumped in that direction. Luckily, it always ended up being a loose rock or a rodent.  
 
    He was impressed with the cave. There were so many tunnels. One wrong turn and they could be lost for good. Blade could tell the Kmers could build, or something could, as there were a bunch of holes that weren’t natural. They came across something that looked like a statue.  
 
    “What is this?” he asked out loud. It had two weird looking creatures with their hands pushed against each other, as if they were trying to push each other. 
 
    “Who cares? We’ve got something bigger going on,” someone in front of him responded. 
 
    Blade shrugged his shoulders. “Could be a clue to what these Kmers do.” 
 
    The guy didn’t respond, so they all kept moving without anyone else saying a word. 
 
    Suddenly everyone stopped. Anorn stood with his hand raised in a fist, the signal to stop. Blade stretched out his senses in every direction, but didn’t sense anything unusual. He glanced at Mutieto, who only shrugged in response. Anorn proceeded forward, alone.  
 
    After a few minutes, Anorn returned and motioned everyone to gather. “I think there are Kmers somewhere ahead, or possibly even Prazore. Briefly, I sensed something, but then they were gone. Either out of my range, or they can somehow cloak themselves.” He pointed down the cave passage. “The area up ahead is wide open. There are four tunnels, and we will be taking the one directly in the middle. Be very alert, I think there are some nearby.” Anorn’s eyes darted over everyone, making sure everyone understood. “All right. Let’s move.” 
 
    Blade and the rest of the group walked through the center tunnel, as discussed. After entering the area, Blade looked around and let out a small gasp. The area was huge. It had so much open space, yet it was all flat. It wasn’t natural. There weren’t any cracks at all on the ground. There were four entrances. One in the middle, one to the left, and two to the right.  He noticed statues, the same type he had seen earlier, with two Kmers pushing against one another. Blade looked at the center door, noticing something odd above it. Etched into the wall were Kmers, but they were all staring at a weird container. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    Blade shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe something they want to protect?” 
 
    “Quiet,” Drake said sternly. “We could be walking into a trap. This is the perfect spot for it. Whatever those statues mean doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Blade and Mutieto didn’t say another word. Drake was right. This wasn’t the time to discover what anything in here meant. All of them had one mission.  
 
    After a few more minutes of walking, Blade sensed movement, but couldn’t pinpoint where. He raised his rifle. Everybody else seemed to be aware too, and tension grew as they walked forward. 
 
    Another minute passed, and then it happened. All of a sudden, the door behind them slammed shut as a slab of rock crashed over the entrance. The same thing happened to the left, middle, and right doors simultaneously. Before anyone could say a word, Blade sensed a lot of movement above him. He looked up to see a swarm of creatures crawling. They all jumped down at the same time.  
 
    The sound of gunfire filled the room, screeches from the Kmers, as they charged or fell dead, as bullets ripped into their bodies. There seemed to be an endless number of them. They kept pouring in from all directions. Blade sensed a few behind him, ducking just in time to avoid a projectile from hitting his head. Everybody had fallen for the trap that the Kmers had laid out for them. 
 
    “Everyone, follow me!” Anorn yelled, as he plunged his sword into a creature’s stomach. Everyone started running toward the middle door, following directly behind Anorn, who was cutting down Kmers left and right. As Blade ran, he saw movement to his left, right before a Kmer slammed its body into a soldier, causing them both to roll on the ground. The Kmer was trying to stab the soldier, but the soldier had his hand in the way, barely keeping a claw from entering his throat. Blade shoved the creature with his hand, causing the Kmer to fly off the soldier. The creature smacked into the wall with a loud crack. It did not get up again. 
 
    Blade’s sword was a blur as he intercepted projectiles and prevented them from hitting him or nearby soldiers. There were too many shots to block them all. A soldier got nailed in the neck. He fell onto the ground, grasping his throat. Blood pouring out of the wound as he thrashed around. Blade watched in horror as the soldier stopped moving, as death took him. 
 
    Anorn and a few other soldiers made it to the door. Anorn was doing his motions to take down the door, but nothing was happening.  
 
    “Dammit. The door won’t budge.” For a moment Anorn stood there, and then had an idea. “Drake do you have any explosives?”  
 
    “I don’t, but Gabe does. We’ll need to cover him,” Drake responded, motioning Gabe forward. 
 
    Everybody else finally made it to the door. Blade counted two dead so far. A few Kmers were running toward them and Blade didn’t have time to reload. He dropped his rifle and focused energy into his hands. After a moment, lightning poured from his fingertips. The Kmers had no idea what hit them as lightning engulfed them, fling them backwards with massive force. Blade couldn’t continue the attack for much longer as he felt his energy draining. Then the pain in his left arm return.  
 
    Mutieto stepped forward, flinging his hands forward, letting loose a wave of fire. The Kmers screeched as they caught fire. Some ran in circles, while a couple tried to run forward, before dying.  
 
    Blade’s sword slashed across the chest of a Kmer. He ducked as he heard the whistle of claws missing his head. Reversing the grip on his sword, he stabbed straight into the chest of another one. The Kmers weren’t hard to kill, luckily. But for each one killed, three more took their place.  
 
    “Here it goes!” someone yelled, and then the sound of an explosion erupted. Smoke and debris flew high, making it hard to see, as smoke filled the room. 
 
    Anorn looked. The plan had worked. There was now a nice-sized hole that everyone could fit through.  
 
    “Let’s move, people. Go! Go!” he roared, motioning everyone forward as he fired his rifle. That didn’t stop the Kmers from chasing them through the hole.  
 
    Blade let loose another wave of lightning, hitting six of them. A couple soldiers stepped forward. The sound of their rifles pouring bullets into the Kmers could be heard.  
 
    “Someone, cover me. I’m reloading!” a soldier said, swapping out his magazine. 
 
    Blade stepped forward, slashing diagonally into a Kmer. Next to him Mutieto took a head off another one. 
 
    “Keep them back. I have a plan.” Yulara stepped right up next to Blade, closing her eyes. Blade didn’t know what the plan was, but he would do his best to give her the time she needed to do it. 
 
    Blade kept his sword out. While he wanted to keep using lightning, he just didn’t have enough energy to sustain it any longer. His left arm was starting to throb again. He did his best to ignore it. He saw a Kmer coming his way. Blade smiled, raising his sword to cut the creature down, when all of a sudden he felt something slam into his side. His breath left his body as he slammed into the ground. A Kmer had hit his blind spot and was on top of him, claws raised. Blade reached his hand out just in time as the Kmer’s hands slammed toward his head. The claws were inches away from his face. He was barely holding it back. I wonder why he doesn’t shoot it into my head?  
 
    He waited for the moment the claws would pierce his skull. Magic pumped into his muscles, increasing their strength. He pushed as hard as he could, yet he barely pushed the Kmer’s arms back. Blade had only once choice. He opened his mouth. Flames erupted from his mouth, engulfing the Kmer in fire. The creature flew backward, away from him. Blade lay there, gasping for a moment, as he caught his breath. 
 
    After ten seconds, he forced himself up. Blade turned his head to see Yulara moving forward with incredible speed. It was so fast, she looked like a blur. Her hands were flying, and soon the tunnel they had just come through collapsed perfectly. It was done well enough to make sure the rest of the tunnel didn’t collapse. She didn’t stop there. Yulara started targeting the creatures coming through the walls, causing rocks to smash into them as they dug through. Blade was impressed. That was a unique way to stop them from crashing through the walls. Anorn and Mutieto started doing the same thing as well.  
 
    Everyone was breathing hard. They had lost three soldiers, with a couple more wounded. Glancing around, Blade could see there was a soldier patching up his leg, with another stitching up his side. The rest of them were unscathed. 
 
    “We’ve got to move,” Drake said, gasping for breath. “We’re almost out of here, and we don’t want to run into anymore Kmers if we can help it. That trap of theirs almost got us.”  
 
    Blade knew he was right. It had been a lot closer than he had thought it would be, and he was grateful to have made it out of that mess alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How far are we now?” Blade asked. They had been walking for an hour at least, and he was starting to sense Kmers again. The fact that they hadn’t been attacked for so long was making him edgy. He did not want to walk into another trap. 
 
    “It should be straight ahead, another mile or so,” Drake responded. 
 
    Blade sighed. The situation was far from ideal, and his anxiety to get out of this cave was starting to rise. But he wasn’t the only one.  
 
    Yulara immediately turned around. “We need to run, NOW!” she exclaimed.  
 
    Nobody needed to be told twice. 
 
    The Kmers seemed to have realized the change of pace, as they also started moving faster. Blade was glad the Kmers weren’t aware of the magic abilities Blade and the others had, if the Kmers did it would make this situation a lot harder.  
 
    As they were running, the wall to the left collapsed. Out of the hole came a swarm of Kmers. Blade heard the sound of another wall collapsing behind them, causing even more Kmers to come out. Now they were trapped again. “Dammit. These things won’t give up until we are dead, will they!?” Mutieto muttered to no one in particular.  
 
    Blade aimed his rifle down, He noticed he only had one more clip of ammo left. Soon it would be down to magic and his sword, which he preferred anyway. The sound of gunfire filled the room. Kmers were dropping, but the dead were replaced with more Kmers pouring out of the walls.  
 
    “Everyone, aim for the front. We clear that area and we can run our way out of here!” Drake roared over the gunfire.  
 
    Blade watched everyone else follow Drake’s order, but he didn’t. The Kmers on his flank were getting way too close to just ignore. Aiming behind them, he pulled the trigger. Bullets ripped into three Kmers, killing them instantly, and wounding a few more. It didn’t take long to exhaust his clip. He dropped his rifle as a few Kmers started firing claws at the group. He motioned his hand left, which caused all the projectiles to slam to the right side of the wall.  
 
    “Go now. Do not stop!” someone yelled in front of him. 
 
    Blade was starting to get tired, making it hard to maintain pace. It was risky, but he had no choice. Blade focused on creating energy in his body. In a few short moments, his breathing came under control, his muscles felt normal, and all exhaustion left him. Unfortunately, this was only going to be a temporary fix. While he had plenty of energy now, the second he focused on using magic elsewhere, he might collapse. 
 
    “Blade! Duck!” Yulara yelled.  
 
    He quickly complied. He felt a surge of power go right over his head, which collided directly with the Kmers behind him. He heard the creatures screech as they died. He turned around, surprised as blood and limbs splattered everywhere. While Blade had never done that kind of attack himself, he immediately recognized it. It was a technique that released a wind so sharp that it cut down anything in its path. It was a very advanced technique. It amazed him how easy Yulara made it look. 
 
    That didn’t stop him from running on, until he saw the end of the cave. Before he knew it, he was out of the cave. The bright light hurt his eyes and caused him to squint. But that didn’t stop him from running along with everyone else. They kept running for another few minutes before stopping. Everyone was exhausted and breathed hard.  
 
    Blade almost collapsed from exhaustion. A little too much magic use. I need to remember that. I am not good enough to use that much while doing all this moving around. Sweat poured from his face, onto the ground. 
 
    They were next to the canyons were the ship was located. Hopefully, if they were lucky, there would be no Prazore nearby, and could get off this planet without problem.  
 
    “So, where is your ship from here?” Drake asked. 
 
    Anorn pointed up. “We’re right up there.” His arm dropped as he looked over at everyone. “Thank you for your help. Without you, there is no way we would have made it. I know there is nothing we can ever do to thank you.” He gasped, taking a huge drink of water. “Drake, you should come with us. You are so far from everyone else. You may not even make it back, due to the Prazore. We could use you and the men with us. There is no point in trying to go back and then get caught by the Prazore.” 
 
    There was no response for a moment. Drake’s face didn’t even change as he contemplated it. After a moment, he shook his head. “I can’t do that. I will not abandon the people here. You must go, but my fate lies here. If my men want to go with you, they are free to, and should not feel ashamed.”  
 
    Anorn nodded his head, not surprised that Drake refused. None of the soldiers wanted to go along. All of them wanted to remain on the planet with Drake, to do whatever they could.  
 
    “Once you get back, perhaps we’ll have the Prazore on the run,” Gabe joked. 
 
    Drake and his men turned around, starting back towards their base. They were not planning to go back through the cave to go around the long way.  
 
    Mutieto patted Blade’s shoulder. “You did well back there. For what it’s worth, I knew your fears wouldn’t hold you back.”  
 
    Blade smiled. “Let’s just hope we can get back home. Then, I will truly celebrate.”  
 
    They climbed their way to the top of the mountain. So far there was no sign of Prazore. The climb went by fast enough. Soon they could see their ship, intact, exactly as they had left it. 
 
    “Looks like your ship hasn’t been detected yet,” Yulara commented, eyeing the ship, looking around to see if there was anything suspicious. 
 
    “Looks that way. Let’s just hope we can get out of here undetected.” Anorn responded. He activated the ship’s panel that caused the boarding ramp to drop. Everybody walked into the ship. As a precaution, they checked the ship over, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Blade, Mutieto, man the guns. I have a feeling we’re going to need them firing soon,” Anorn commanded. “Yulara, you’re my co-pilot.”  
 
    Each of them moved into position. Blade jumped into the turret, made sure it was armed, and sat, waiting. The fleet was still up there. There was no way they were going to make it past the blockade without being spotted, especially with the fighting they’d seen on the surface. The fleet would no doubt be on high alert, looking specifically for ships trying to escape.  
 
    “We are lifting off. Keep your guns ready,” Anorn said through the headset. Blade took a deep breath. This was all or nothing. He really hoped all of them would make it out alive. There were people who died so that they could have this opportunity. They had to succeed, so all those sacrifices hadn’t been made in vain.  
 
    The ship lifted off. Mutieto closed his eyes, calming himself. “I’ll get the right. You get the left, Blade,” Mutieto said over the comlink. “If you need help, let me know.”  
 
    “Will do. Just hit your own targets, so I don’t need to help you,” Blade responded.  
 
    The ship lurched as they flew off, toward the enemy fleet.   
 
    “We have ships incoming,” Anorn said over the comlink. “Shoot on sight. I need sixty seconds, then we’ll be home free.”  
 
    Blade could see at least fifteen incoming ships on radar. They were closing fast. As soon as they came into range, Blade pressed the trigger. The fight was on. Prazore ships dodged their shots and immediately returned fire. They hadn’t even tried to hail them.  
 
    More ships were inbound. Blade let loose more shots and hit one. The ship’s wing blew off, causing it to spin out of control. Luckily, the damaged ship slamming into another Prazore and causing both to exploded.  
 
    Blade couldn’t help letting out a celebratory yell as he began shooting at another one. He heard something over the intercom. Then a shot hit right next to his turret.  The explosion slammed his head into the back of the seat. Darkness crept across his vision. He could feel a cut on the back of his head, blood coming down his neck. He heard chatter over the comlink, but he couldn’t focus on it. 
 
    “Shit. Blade’s down, I think. Get us the hell out of here!” Mutieto yelled.  
 
    There was a brief pause before Anorn responded: “I need another moment!” 
 
    The room was spinning, making it hard for Blade to stay awake. He focused as much magic as he could on rejuvenating his body. After a moment, he felt better. He could see straight again.  
 
    “I’m fine. Sorry about that,” Blade managed to say, before firing his guns again. 
 
    He took another shot. Then Blade noticed their ship’s shields were gone. The next shot from a Prazore would tear through the hull. His shots took out one last Prazore fighter. Then the ship lurched as they entered Warp Space, leaving the enemy fleet behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    A gust of wind blew over Vorka as he walked. It was a feeling he had almost forgotten. With the preparation of taking over the galaxy, Vorka hadn’t physically been to a planet in years. It was refreshing to breath in fresh air.  
 
    So far, he had spent most of his time on the planet talking to prisoners, learning as much as he could about the identity of the people who had escaped. The fighters didn’t talk. At least most of them. Torture was something of a last resort, something he hadn’t had to do yet. Some of the civilians had gladly given up information. Vorka had shown them images of various Academy members. They were able to identify four of them: Blade, Mutieto, Anorn, and Yulara, all from the Orlion Academy. 
 
    Vorka kept walking, ignoring the stares of the captives. He could feel the hatred. It came as no surprise, of course. What species liked to be conquered?  
 
    For the past twenty years, he had been studying this side of the galaxy. Not just him, but many others, had conducted extensive research into the Academies. When they learned how they could control energy and various other objects with their magic skills, he knew conquest wouldn’t be as easy as they had originally hoped. The one Academy that everyone knew about was the Orlion Academy, due to how closely they worked with the Alliance. Vorka was hopeful that a couple other Academies could be swayed to his side, especially once they saw the hopelessness of the Alliance’s situation. 
 
    After learning the names of the Academy members who had escaped, Vorka immediately researched them. Blade was a student. Not much was known about him. Mutieto was Blade’s Mentor, who had been in more than a few battles. What surprised Vorka was learning about Anorn and Yulara, both Masters of the Academy. Yulara had been here before Vorka’s army had arrived. Masters typically didn’t go on scouting missions, from what he knew. It made him wonder if they had somehow known the Prazore were coming. Especially Yulara. Why was she on this planet? What purpose would have brought her here?  
 
    A beeping sound came on his courier.  
 
    Must be important. I specifically said not to contact me unless something important came up.  
 
    His hand clicked the button. “This is Vorka.”  
 
    “Warlord, Florik wishes to speak to you. He says it is urgent,” Yaqul said. 
 
    Interesting. Florik is in command of the fleet at Verroc. For him to contact me meant someone was escaping, or he had perhaps captured a Sentinel? Either way this was important.  
 
    “Transfer him to me now,” Vorka responded, ending the call. Vorka walked into a nearby tent and ordered the two warriors outside. 
 
    A beep came from his courier with Florik’s signal.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “We have discovered a ship of one of the Academy members. One of our warriors saw it land on Verroc. Anything you want us to do with the ship?”  
 
    Vorka’s expression didn’t change, but he was very glad Florik contacted him. “Don’t do anything to the ship at all.”  
 
    He paused a moment, thinking. Vorka wanted to test the Academy members. Research was nice, but he wanted to see how they would deal with a problem, especially since they know how the Prazore armor works against rifles.  
 
    “I want you to prepare a trap near the ship.” A thought crossed his mind then. He wanted to make this test mean something. He had the perfect way to make it so his warriors would try their absolute best.  
 
    “Do not do anything to the ship at all. If they happen to get past the trap, into the ship, and then take off, you are to let them leave, understood?” 
 
    Vorka almost smiled as he heard Florik’s confusion. “I don’t understand…why do you want me to let them escape if they make it to the ship?” 
 
    “Simple. I want the warriors on the planet to try their hardest to stop them. I suspect the Academy members might expect a trap. I want to test their abilities. If your warriors are foolish enough to let them get to the ship, then they deserve to escape.” 
 
    “I see. It’s a test.” Florik paused, contemplating his own thoughts. “All right. I’ll let the warriors know the stakes.” 
 
    “One more thing. Let them know there will be consequences for failure.”  
 
    “I’ll let them know. I’ll be in contact to inform you about what happens.”  Florik said, cutting communication. 
 
    If my hunch is right, the ones Florik are dealing with are also from the Orlion Academy. This is the perfect opportunity to truly test them. Besides, even if Florik fails it could be beneficial to my plan. Personally, he had been very surprised at the power Blade, Anorn, Mutieto, and Yulara had shown so far. The Prazore warriors they fought were very well trained. Some of them were even elites, yet they were slain. When Vorka’s troops had first scouted, they had been prepared to invade. Then they discovered the Academies. He was very happy it had happened when it did. 
 
    Everyone had prepared the invasion for years already. Then they discovered that they had missed some very crucial information on their enemy. Had they invaded as originally planned, the Prazore would have been slaughtered. While their armor at the time would have still taken care of bullets no problem, all of them would have been demolished by their powers. Never before had he seen anything like it. The academies manipulated the energy around them to do incredible things. The moment the Prazore found out, an emergency meeting was held. It didn’t take long before it was unanimously decided to delay the invasion. They needed to learn more about the Academy and how to counter their powers. 
 
    The Prazore infiltrated the Academies, learned how to defend against their tactics, and started training on defending against those abilities. It became clear it was an abomination, after some of the things they saw over the years of studies. At first it seemed like a useful power, until they realized what a true Master could accomplish, and the abuse that came with it. It was not something that they should teach to just anybody and should be outlawed. It did however, give them another idea. An idea they would use later in the war to try and turn people to their side, but that wouldn’t be for a while. 
 
    “Yaqul.” Vorka waited a moment for a response. 
 
    “Yes, Warlord?” The response came after ten seconds. 
 
    “When Florik contacts us, I don’t care if I am sleeping, showering, eating, anything at all. You are to come to me immediately.” 
 
    “It shall be done. Do you have anything else you want done?” 
 
    “No. That will be all.” With that, he put his corrier back on his belt. He pulled his staff hanging on his back, examining it. Vorka had yet to use it against an opponent. He wanted its first kill to be an Academy member.  
 
    It was exciting, knowing that there was a large group of fighters who preferred close combat, like his species. They only used ranged weapons out of necessity. If it was up to Vorka, they would all fight at close range. This was because there was no honor in killing from a distance, but there was also no true honor when it came to war.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Night had finally fallen. Everybody had decided to wait until night to leave. Ever since the Prazore announcement, people prepared for the attack in their own way. Some of the men helped Otis with the defense. Others helped civilians with a variety of tasks. The soft chirping of birds in the night was calming in a way.  
 
    Kane had always loved wildlife noises. His fingers wrapped around his sword, verifying his grip for the third time. He had a couple grenades on his waist, with five clips for his rifle attached to his vest. The rifle was slung across his back, a pistol on his hip. It was more equipment than he wanted to carry, but they were going into combat soon. They would be leaving in twenty minutes. 
 
    Jorak walked in. Looking at him, you’d think his arm wasn’t injured. Kurvara had done all she could. The arm was usable. Jorak had said it still hurt with movement, but not as bad as before. Kane vowed to be extra watchful of him. Jorak would avoid saying he needed help, especially if he was injured. 
 
    “I hope you slept well. This could be the last time we sleep for a while,” Jorak said. 
 
    “I’m more worried about you and your old age,” Kane said. “I’m used to being up this time of night.”  
 
    Laughter erupted from Jorak. “Well it’s good you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” He said. 
 
    “It’s one thing I’ll never lose,” Kane said, tightening the laces of his boots. “I’m ready to do this.” The calmness in his own voice surprised him. 
 
    Jorak took a seat. “That’s good, but we still have some time before we go. Enjoy it. There is no need to rush.” He stretched himself fully on the bed, then sat upright again. “I’m serious. I was your age once.” Jorak couldn’t help smiling before continuing. “I remember being in an identical situation, ready for action. My Mentor told me the same thing. But I didn’t care. I just wanted to go. We left, and were in nonstop combat for six days straight. I used to think Yollin was crazy. He was right though. I did wish at the time that I had enjoyed the peace while I could.” 
 
    There was silence as Jorak let that sink in. Kane had never gotten the chance to meet Yollin. From what he had heard, he was crazy and intelligent.  
 
    They just sat there in silence, enjoying the peace and quiet. All too quickly the time passed and they had to get up and leave.  
 
    A sigh escaped Jorak’s lips. “Well, time to go.”  
 
    The moment the both of them walked out, they saw everyone already in a circle. Looking around, there were at least twenty soldiers. Kane wasn’t a fan of travelling in a group this big. It made it harder to sneak around, and put them in greater danger. 
 
    “Glad you could make it. We’re about to go,” Lloyd said.  
 
    Jorak stroked his chin. “Not like we had much of a choice. I’m assuming you guys have the plan all figured out?” 
 
    “Yeah. So we have twenty-five soldiers, counting Otis, coming with us. They’ll split into groups of five. If we get into a fight, the Prazore will have no idea what hit them. We will have one squad close by, the other four will be a bit farther away, and it will take them a couple minutes to reach us if we get in a fight.” 
 
    “I imagine that’ll surprise them. Let’s just hope we don’t get into a fight.” Jorak said. 
 
    “Agreed. But we’ll be thankful for the help if we do fight,” Lloyd responded. “Which brings me to our first problem.” He pointed in the direction they would head in. “Scout groups have spotted Prazore in that direction. The scouts couldn’t get a solid number, however. We need to be extra careful, to avoid detection.” 
 
    “They might be preparing to hit this place then. What are the odds they were spotted so close, and they plan to attack us tomorrow?” Kane chipped in. 
 
    “We’ve thought of that. Otis ordered everyone else to pack, and leave in the opposite direction.” A pained expression flashed across Lloyd’s face. “They weren’t too happy about the fact that twenty-five soldiers were going with us. They felt betrayed.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about that,” Otis snuck in, causing Lloyd to jump a little. “Didn’t think we could sneak up on you Academy folks.” Otis said and then continued. “Anyway, the most important job we have is to get you guys out of here.”  
 
    Lloyd ignored the first comment. “That may be so. But I still feel bad, regardless.” 
 
    “Trust me when I say I wish we had a better plan. I haven’t hidden the fact I dislike you Academy folk. I have seen how you guys act. But I’m no fool. The Academies will be valuable in the war to come. I would rather have an army of experienced magic users that can actually do something to the Prazore, than our useless weapons.” 
 
    Laughter erupted from Lloyd. Kane was surprised at how hard Lloyd laughed. “Trust me. I could tell the moment I met you. I have to admire that you can not only admit that, but still want to help.”  
 
    “Anyway, I guess we’ll have to try to sneak by the Prazore, then?” Jorak interrupted. 
 
    “We can try,” Otis said. “I have a few snipers up ahead who are hidden well, and can be in position in moments.  I’m hoping it’s just a Prazore patrol. Then we can take them out and be out of there before they realize their scouts are dead.”  
 
    “Let’s do this,” Lloyd said. He turned to Kane. “I need you to focus on sensing anything out of place. You will be in front of us. Terminus will be keeping an eye behind us.”  
 
    Kane nodded that he understood.  
 
    Lloyd turned to Jorak. “Be prepared to open fire if we get into trouble, but you are going to be the first one getting out of there.” His eyes hardened as he saw Jorak about to object. “Your injury will make you more of a liability if we get into a fight, especially for close range combat, which the Prazore seem to enjoy.”  
 
    Jorak nodded his head reluctantly.  
 
    Finally, Lloyd turned to Kurvara. “I want you to be on point with Kane. Make sure nothing catches him by surprise.” 
 
    Kurvara did not respond. She just nodded her head.  
 
    Lloyd looked around, satisfied that everyone was knew the plan. “All right then. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    Kurvara grabbed Lloyd’s shoulder, as everyone else walked away. “Why did you give me nothing to do?”  
 
    Lloyd turned around. “I gave you something to do. You are going to be on point with Kane.” He waited a moment. “Look, I can’t say why right now. Just trust me, all right? I have my reasons.” 
 
    Her expression darkened. “Fine. I hope you really do have a reason. Just because I was captured doesn’t make me useless.” 
 
    “I promise you that is not the reason. That didn’t even enter my thoughts at all. You have my word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane was extremely alert as the group walked on. So far, he hadn’t sensed anything unusual. Anxiety started building as he realized how close they were to the area where the Prazore had been located. The last thing he wanted was to get in another fight.  
 
    Kurvara walked next to him. Otis and his men were off to the side, and behind him was Terminus, Lloyd, and Jorak.  Kane found it odd that Lloyd had him take point alone, without Lloyd or Jorak. It was puzzling, but he knew that Lloyd must have a reason to pair him with Kurvara. 
 
    “You sensing anything odd?” Kurvara asked. All of them had been walking for at least thirty minutes at this point. If a group of Prazore were that close, he would have expected to sense something by now. 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing unusual. At least we know they haven’t pinpointed our location. Otherwise, I imagine I would sense something by now.”  
 
    “Mind if I ask you something?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Why do you think Lloyd put the two of us up front? I can’t figure it out. Neither of us have much experience in a situation like this. I can understand choosing you, but I would imagine Jorak, Terminus, or Lloyd would be up here with you. Just curious if you have any ideas?” 
 
    He shook his head in response. “I don’t have the slightest idea. Maybe a sort of test?” 
 
    “That wouldn’t make sense. But this situation is not the time for a test. There has to be a reason,” she said, with slight annoyance. “I’m sorry. I should let you focus. I just wanted to get your thoughts. You’re a smart guy. It makes me feel better knowing you’re as confused as I am.” 
 
    Kane’s face turned warm. He decided not to comment. Instead, he focused his attention forward.  
 
    As he walked, Kane noticed Otis duck behind a bush. Otis motioned for the group to come over.  
 
    After everyone gathered together, Otis took time to speak. “This is the area where the Prazore were spotted. Keep your eyes out.” He pulled out a map. “Here are our snipers.” His fingers pointed to several locations. “We’ll be covered, and will only fire if it’s a necessity.”  
 
    Kane noted that they were going to have sniper support for the next few miles at least. 
 
    Otis went on.  “Once we get to the ship, the snipers will let us know if there are Prazore nearby, and support us the best they can. My men will keep their distance, but remain close enough to help, if needed. If you have questions, now is the time to ask.”  
 
    Lloyd nodded his head. “Good enough for me. Stay close and stay extra alert. We want to avoid detection.” 
 
    Kane reached out with his senses, again not sensing anything nearby. He remembered Terminus talking about not sensing one of the warriors he fought. Hopefully, there aren’t any hiding along their route that can’t be sensed. Otherwise, all of them could be in for a surprise.  
 
    Kane motioned for Kurvara to go first, and then he went too. Otis followed next, slowly, staying as low as possible. The good thing about being in a forest is how easy it is to hide. After a few minutes, Lloyd went forward too. Jorak followed. 
 
    Kane and the rest were moving single file, sticking low, and making as little noise as possible. The tension was thick. Kane felt his heartbeat uptick a little with each passing moment. He calmed himself by slowing down his breathing. The situation itself wasn’t so bad. It was the anticipation. He lifted his rifle, ready for any unexpected surprises.  
 
    Lloyd elected to have his sword on his hip, not looking worried at all about a possible attack.  
 
    A few times Kane thought that something must have been seen, because someone would stop without warning, then shortly resume movement. So far, he hadn’t sensed anything except for animals. It was nice to have so much cover, but also a bit annoying. If there were Prazore hiding, it would be hard to see them.  
 
    Their movement was slow. They had been moving for an hour at least, and still weren’t past the spot where the scouts saw the Prazore.  
 
    The group was moving forward when all of a sudden Kane sensed something. He closed his eyes, confirming what he felt. It only took him a moment before he was positive it was the Prazore. There was no point in saying anything as Lloyd, Jorak, Terminus, and Kurvara all sensed it too, and made that sure Otis noticed their signal. 
 
    Otis raised his finger to his lips for silence.  
 
    Kane found himself holding his breath. He exhaled slowly. This was the worst, but he knew if he got past this, the next difficult part would be the ship. He could feel more and more Prazore entering the area. 
 
    Lloyd seemed to have similar concerns as he whispered something to Terminus, causing the both of them to sit down.  
 
    Before Kane could wonder what was going on, he felt something funny on the edge of his skin. Lloyd and Terminus were camouflaging the members of the group so that everyone would blend into the surroundings, a brilliant move that should allow them to remain undetected. It took a strong magic user to do this for more than a minute. They were lucky to have Terminus with them. From the information that Kane could gather, there were at least a dozen or so Prazore nearby. 
 
    The minutes ticked by. The Prazore moved slowly nearby, talking loudly in their own tongue. The warriors didn’t appear to have any concerns about nearby civilians, or fear of an ambush.  
 
    Kane knew other languages, yet this one was completely foreign to him. He glanced over to see how Lloyd and Terminus were doing. So far they were holding fine, but it looked like the group might be stuck here a while. He could see their concentration. Kane bet Terminus and Lloyd wouldn’t notice if he poked them due to how focused both of them were on the camouflage. 
 
    A loud noise came from the sky, causing Kane to look up. He saw a ship descending toward the ground. The Prazore must be transporting somewhere else, somewhere far. It can only mean the Prazore have no idea we are here. 
 
    Kane felt the camouflage disappear, as the last of the Prazore departed. He was impressed. Terminus and Lloyd had held the camouflage for over fifteen minutes. Kane could see the exhaustion on their faces. 
 
    “That was close,” Lloyd said, wiping sweat off his forehead. 
 
    “Agreed. I do think you and Terminus saved us from detection. Those warriors were so close, I could smell them,” Otis responded. 
 
    “You guys stay here.” Lloyd got up. “I am going to make sure we are clear, before we proceed.”  
 
    “That was close huh?” Kurvara said to Kane, after Lloyd was gone. 
 
    “Yeah. I couldn’t keep my hand off my sword.” 
 
    She let out a chuckle. “I noticed, but you weren’t the only one. I was half tempted to jump up and shoot one of them.”  
 
    “Yeah, I would rather fight than hide. All that waiting was making me really antsy.” 
 
    Jorak glanced over to see Kane and Kurvara talking, laughing, and making motions with their hands. It was good that Kane had someone to talk to, other than himself. In certain ways, he knew Kane looked to him like a second father, which meant he wouldn’t say things that he was probably willing to say to her. 
 
    “Those two seem to be getting along well,” Terminus said. 
 
    “No kidding.” Jorak let out a little chuckle. “It’s good for them though. They are both so young, and this isn’t a situation I would wish upon anyone.” 
 
    Terminus nodded his head. “I agree. It is always much easier to talk to someone your own age. Do you by chance know why Lloyd had them up front?” 
 
    Jorak shook his head. “No, and I asked him about it too. But he wouldn’t tell me.” He glanced back at Kane and Kurvara before continuing. “I think he must have seen or felt something between them. Nothing else really makes sense. Kurvara may be a Sentinel, but Kane is still a student. It’s possible he’s testing them though. You never know with Lloyd.” Jorak shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Hmm, I guess. I would hope Lloyd wouldn’t do that in this situation.” 
 
     “I’m sure he’ll tell us eventually. But for now, it’s best not to worry about it. Lloyd is coming back now. Hopefully, we can get moving. I’m ready to get off this godforsaken planet.” 
 
    “I can’t wait either,” Otis cut in. 
 
    Terminus ignored the comment, but Jorak’s curiosity about Otis got the better of him. “Why do you hate us?” 
 
    Otis’s face hardened. Jorak thought he was going to ignore the question. It took a moment, but Otis did speak. “From all my travels, having met my fair share of you Academy members, I have seen only arrogance, along with abuse of power.” His face darkened as he recalled memories. “I have seen some of you so called Sentinels take money, just because you could. It’s sickening. You say you help people, yet I have seen thieving. And oh,” he said, letting out a small laugh, “don’t forget the civil war that Veranko started. That was fun, and so very selfless, right? Need I say more?”  
 
    Thoughts of regret ran through Jorak’s mind. He knew about Veranko, and he had personally vouched for him when he joined the Academy. Veranko seemed like such a good guy, before he let the power he possessed go to his head. He had started a revolt, intending to replace what he saw as a corrupt government. But secretly, Veranko was building up an army. One day, he disappeared on a mission. Then reports of planets being conquered, rumors swirling about Veranko being alive. Nobody had seen it coming. Veranko had always wanted to help anyone regardless of wealth, power, and friends. It took a few months to stop him, and victory came with a cost. Over fifteen million lives lost. Many Sentinels, who had tried to negotiate or stop him, had perished.  
 
    Eventually, a strike team was assembled to take him out. Anorn was a part of that mission. Jorak would always feel regret as he pushed really hard to get him into the Academy after being denied initially. The thing Jorak couldn’t understand to this day, were Veranko’s last words. “I-I may have failed, but I swear…the galaxy will be united by someone else…sooner than you think.” Jorak had watched the recording over to see if he could figure out what Veranko meant. It was something he never figured out and wondered to this day. That had been fifteen years ago. 
 
    A sigh escaped Jorak’s lips. “Veranko was my fault. I took full responsibility for what happened, but most of the people in the Academy aren’t like him. Same with those who thieve. Believe it or not, we do punish them by removing them from the Academy, and we do testify in court against them. To judge us all based on the few you met is foolish. Do we seem arrogant? Do you think we are stealing from you in some way?” 
 
    “No, but these aren’t ordinary circumstances. I will most likely not live to see how this war ends, so this little adventure we are having isn’t going to change my mind.” Otis was about to say something more when Lloyd arrived. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Lloyd said, acting as if he didn’t interrupt a conversation. 
 
    “Let’s get moving then,” Otis responded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had started to rain pretty hard. Kane shivered in his soaked clothes, his feet caked in mud. The faster they got to the ship, the better. He couldn’t help being impressed with how well everything else had been going. Other than the hiding that had to be done, all of them had been able to move at a pretty quick pace. But the closer they got to the ship, the more Prazore could be sensed. None of them talked out loud about it, but Kane knew everybody was wondering if there was a trap waiting for them.  If it was a trap, there wasn’t a way for them to avoid it.  
 
    “All right. We’re close,” Terminus said, startling Kane out of his thoughts. “If it is a fight, it’ll happen any moment now. I think we should stop here and come up with a plan.”  
 
    Kane took a deep breath. His fingers twitched as he prepared to react to anything. 
 
    “I agree. I am pretty sure this is a trap,” Lloyd said. 
 
    Everybody stopped and gathered around. Terminus waited until everyone was together before he spoke. “My ship is right over there, barely out of sight.” His finger pointed at a hill behind them. “We all know there are Prazore out there. We sense it.” He turned toward Otis as he realized something. “Can your snipers see anything?” 
 
    “Stealth, what do you guys see?”  
 
    “Seeing some Prazore on the edges. Nothing in front…” There was a brief pause. “From what we can see, there are a patrols all over the area. We’re seeing quite a few. Want us to take any shots? Maybe flush some out?”  
 
    Otis considered the pros and cons. It would be nice to know their position, but then their own position would be blown. But making the first move could save them from an ambush, however. Of course, if there wasn’t an ambush… “Not yet. We’re about to move. If you see anything that could be a threat, you have permission to fire.” 
 
    “Copy that. Stealth out.” 
 
    Kane re-arranged his rifle, his finger next to the trigger. “I have an idea how to determine if this is a trap.” 
 
    All of them turned toward him. Kane hadn’t said much, so his voice was a surprise.  
 
    “Go ahead Kane. We’re listening,” Jorak responded. 
 
    “We can have two groups, one on each side of the ship. One person will go to the ship who can look around for a trap, essentially acting as bait.  The two groups will watch of the ship, scouting around to monitor movement nearby.”  
 
    He raised a finger. “If there is an ambush, I imagine the Prazore will be hiding in the forest nearby. I bet they’re in the trees, waiting for someone to approach the ship. The two groups will be able to see them, and attack. Our snipers will be most useful, as they can keep watch from on high.”  
 
    He raised a second finger. “If there is a trap of some sort, only one person will be at risk. This gives us a way to react to the situation without committing all our resources.”  
 
    A third finger went up. “Lastly, doing this will most likely catch the Prazore by surprise. It’s possible the Prazore think we might be aware of a trap, but won’t expect a flank. If our snipers locate warriors in the trees they can take them out. Once the bullets start flying, we get off this planet once the person on the ship says it’s clear. If it’s not, we can retreat and think of another plan.” 
 
    Kurvara was the first one to respond. “I like it. But who would be the one to go to the ship?” 
 
    Before Kane could respond, Jorak stepped forward. “I’ll do it. If anyone is going to lose their life investigating the ship, it should be me.”  
 
    “Wait a—” Kane started. 
 
    “I am injured,” Jorak said, interrupting. “If it comes down to a fight, I am not going to be much help. Everyone else here is in perfect condition. I do not want to be a burden, or slow anyone down once the fighting starts.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Jorak,” Otis responded. “I think one of my men, or even me, would be a better choice to do it. Our guns aren’t as effective as your sword, but even with your injury, you are more useful than us.”  
 
    Jorak shook his head. “No. You overestimate us and underestimate yourself. Yes, bullets aren’t as effective, but bullets still work. Plus I couldn’t hold a gun or my sword straight very long, even with magic.”  He stretched his injured arm out. “To be honest, my arm is killing me as it is.  I hate to say it, but I won’t be much use in a fight even now.” 
 
    “I may not like it, but Jorak is right,” Lloyd responded, regret in his voice. “Jorak’s arm isn’t in the best shape. Even after healing, he’s still got a bit to go before his arm is fully functional.”  
 
    The last thing Lloyd wanted was to throw anyone’s life away, but Kane had come up with a good strategy, which put only one person’s life at risk. Jorak had made a good argument for being the one to investigate the ship. “Jorak will be the one to go first. The rest of us will split into two groups.” He paused as he thought about the best way to do it. “Kane, Kurvara, and Otis, take the left flank. Terminus and I will take the right.” 
 
    “Wait,” Otis said, before anyone moved. “We need to bring my guys in. If this is our strategy, then we need my men closer than they are now.” He looked over everyone, waiting for any sort of argument, but found none. “It will take about five minutes for them to get here, so sit tight and relax.”  
 
    Otis didn’t hesitate and started communicating to all his troops to get here ASAP. 
 
    Everyone stood up. Kane waited until everyone was gone except Lloyd. Kurvara seemed to know what Kane was thinking and walked away. Lloyd noticed as well, so he remained, waiting for Kane to speak.  
 
    “Lloyd, you know what I am going to ask. Why are you sending Kurvara and I off on our own? That makes no sense. Are you testing us or something?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s a test.” Lloyd’s mouth opened and closed, as he thought about the best way to tell Kane. “It’s not easy to explain why I am doing it. I haven’t even told Jorak or Terminus why.” Lloyd took a deep breath, thinking of what to say. “I won’t tell you either. I told Kurvara the same thing, and you will just have to trust me on this. I may already be saying too much as it is. Once we get out of here, I have a feeling you’ll understand, without me having to tell you.” 
 
    Lloyd didn’t say it, but Kane was now positive that there was something more going on, something Lloyd felt in his gut. “I understand,” Kane said. 
 
    Lloyd smiled. “I knew you would. Excuse me for a moment.” He walked off, heading toward Otis.  
 
    Kane found the nearest place to sit down, to think for a bit. It didn’t take long before someone sat next to him. Even without looking, he knew it was Kurvara. 
 
    “Hey. I’m guessing Lloyd didn’t tell you, either?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope. He just told me he hasn’t told anybody else,” Kane said. “He says I’ll figure it out by the time we leave this planet, as if there is any guarantee of that.” He laughed a little at the idea. 
 
    Kurvara had a curious look in her eye. “He told you more than he told me, but it seems you are as just as clueless. Oh, well. Best not to think about it. I heard from Drass that Lloyd could be a little crazy. Perhaps Lloyd is pulling out one of those crazy plans that Drass used to talk about.” 
 
    Funnily enough, Kane had heard the same thing from Jorak, and his friend Blade. He wondered what Blade was up to. “I’m sorry about Drass. It must have been hard to know he would be killed so you would be captured.” 
 
    “His death made me sad, but he told me not to dwell on it.” A sad look crossed her face, but she continued. “I try to do as he taught me, to not be sad about it. While I can normally think of something funny he did when we were younger, I do still feel a pang of sadness when I realize we will have no more of those moments.” 
 
    Kane was about to respond, when Lloyd appeared. “Sorry to interrupt, but it’s time to go. It’s now or never.”  
 
    “Well, let’s do this.” Kurvara playfully punched Kane’s shoulder. “Let’s teach them how to fight.” With that she winked, stalking off after Lloyd with Kane falling in behind. 
 
    Lloyd stood, grouping everyone up. Otis was filling everyone in on the plan. Kane could feel his heart starting to pound. He couldn’t believe how nervous he was.  
 
    “Take a breath and don’t think about it.” Jorak had come from the side. 
 
    “Even with your injury, you watch me closely,” Kane joked, trying his best to remain completely calm.   
 
    “I wouldn’t be a good Mentor if I didn’t pay attention to my student, now would I?” Jorak cocked his brow. “We’ve all been where you are now. Try not to focus on it.”  
 
    Kane turned around, looking at everyone as they started moving to the side. “I believe you.” He turned back around and looked Jorak directly in the eye. “If there’s anyone on the ship, don’t try to fight them, all right? Just get out of there and let one of us take them out.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that. I would rather not fight in my condition, but you need to focus on your part,” Jorak responded. While he would prefer not to fight, if it was the difference between the ship being sabotaged, he would do everything he could to keep the ship safe. “Now gather around your group, we are leaving soon.”   
 
    Kane walked over to Kurvara and the other men who would go with them.  The soldiers looked ready for action. They all wore light armor, with helmets on top, with built in communications. Kane hoped it wouldn’t come down to a fight.  
 
    Kurvara walked right next to him, both of them keeping their senses out. There were eleven soldiers with them.  
 
    “Kane, am I the only one that finds it odd that all the Prazore we’re sensing are far away?  There don’t seem to be any close by.” 
 
    “No. I don’t like it one bit. The fact we can sense them at all makes me positive we’re walking into a trap.” 
 
    Kurvara didn’t respond to that.  
 
    Kane was thinking of what else to say when he heard the sound of a sniper rifle going off. He jumped a little. Pulling his gun up, he aimed along the sight, when a body slammed down right in front of him, causing him to jump again. He lowered his gun, looking at the body.  It was a Prazore. Nobody had seen or sensed the warrior, even though he was in the vicinity. It dawned on him what that meant. 
 
    Turning around, he shouted, “FIND CO—”  
 
    Gunfire erupted, drowning out the rest of his words. He turned his head, seeing a lot of Prazore now. Two soldiers died instantly, holes in their chests from gunfire. They had walked right into the trap. Kane dove behind a rock along with everyone else. He could hear the sound of lasers piercing the ground, causing debris to fly everywhere. 
 
    He raised his comlink. “We’re under fire. I repeat. We are under fire! We walked into a trap!” he yelled, peeking up, only to duck immediately as a shot hit the top of the rock just inches from his head.  
 
    Kane peeked over the rock and started returning fire. The rifle kicked into his shoulder. The cover nearby made it hard to see just how many Prazore there were, or where they were located. 
 
    After unloading a round, Kane turned. A sigh of relief came as he saw Jorak run into the ship safely. Inserting another clip into his rifle, he turned to shoot again. That was when he saw a soldier running in the open, heading his way. Then a beam of light ripped into his throat, blood splattering behind. 
 
    Ignoring his growing sense of frustration, Kane resumed fire. He knew that he was hitting some of the Prazore. But was he piercing their armor? A danger sense rippled across his back. Without thinking, he rolled to the side as a shot nailed the rock. 
 
    “We’re under heavy fire. More are coming from the flank!” a soldier yelled, slamming his body next to Kane. 
 
    Kane saw Otis with a few of his men, who were doing their best to keep the Prazore from getting past them. 
 
    More and more Prazore warriors came, almost surrounding the group completely. Kane knew none of them could stay here. They ran the risk of being fully surrounded, then killed or taken prisoner.  
 
    “Hey! Throw two grenades in that direction!” Kane said to a nearby soldier, pointing to where he wanted them to throw. 
 
    The soldier shook his head. “I can’t throw that far!” 
 
    “JUST DO IT!” Kane commanded. 
 
    The soldier frowned but did as he was told. He chucked two grenades in the direction of the Prazore, as hard as he could.  
 
    Kane took that time to push the grenades even farther.  With a gust of wind, both grenades flew toward a group of Prazore. The grenades hit right on target. The Prazore shrieked as the explosion hit their location. 
 
    Kane got up from his position, moving to the right as he leapt from position to position, staying in cover. Heavy fire came at his position, slowing him down. They needed to get into a better position.  
 
    After a moment, Kane moved again. Noticing three men in front of him, he moved in that direction. As he moved, he collapsed suddenly, slamming face first into the dirt. A flash of pain erupted from his leg.  
 
    “Gah,” Kane let out, turning and seeing blood coming from his right leg. He ignored the pain, running behind the nearest tree. He grimaced as another flash of pain rippled through his leg. His fingers wrapped around his sword. He cut the cloth of his pants away where it covered the wound. A sigh of relief escaped him. The shot had only grazed his skin, leaving a small cut. It was nothing serious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jorak was walking behind Lloyd and Terminus when he heard a voice over his comlink. “We’re under fire. I repeat. We are under fire! We walked into a trap!” He recognized Kane’s voice immediately. 
 
    Before he could respond, pain erupted on his back. Jorak fell forward with his head slamming into the ground. Luckily, his head didn’t hit it too hard. Jorak rolled to the left. He looked up, seeing a soldier facing him, with a staff sticking out of his throat. Both the soldier’s hands wrapped around the staff. Blood poured out as the staff was ripped away. The Prazore warrior who had killed the soldier stood with a big smile on his face.  
 
    The warrior swung his staff toward Lloyd, who blocked the attack with his sword. A loud clang of metal erupted and before the warrior could react, Terminus sank his sword deep into the warrior’s back. 
 
    “Jorak, get to the ship.” Lloyd turned around, starting to bark orders. “NOW!”  
 
    Snapping out of his gaze, Jorak was about to start moving toward the ship when the shooting began. Seems we fell into the same trap. He ran toward the ship. Lucky for him he was already near the clearing and was able to avoid most of the gunfire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lloyd watched Jorak bolt toward the ship, hoping the ship was fine. The situation was looking worse by the minute. Kane was in combat, and now they were too. Everyone had hoped the ambush would be surprised by two separate groups. Seems the Prazore had thought of that possibility. Lloyd kept running, heading straight toward a group of Prazore. His sword flashed as he blocked shots. The Prazore stopped shooting at him as he got closer. Their staffs started transforming into sharp weapons. 
 
    The sound of wind came as Lloyd avoided a blow to his head. He side-stepped a punch, then slashed his blade across the throat of a warrior. Then the warrior swung his staff, missed, and received a slash across his chest. 
 
    Lloyd was a blur as he moved, parrying and slashing every warrior in his way. Finally, he made it behind a tree. Splinters flew as shots grazed the tree. That was when he noticed a couple of warriors running toward the ship, following Jorak.  
 
    “Snipers, target the warriors heading to the ship now!” Lloyd commanded. 
 
    Unfortunately, he couldn’t wait for a response as he ducked a blow from a staff. It hit the tree and stuck. Lloyd didn’t have time to punish the mistake. The warrior slammed his head into Lloyd’s helmet, causing him to take a few steps back. He barely remained on his feet.  
 
    The warrior took the staff out of the tree, then tried to stab at Lloyd, but a barrage of bullets slammed into the warrior’s chest. The shots eventually pierced the Prazore’s armor and killed him.  
 
    Lloyd turned, noticing the two soldiers who had killed the warrior. 
 
    “Sir—” The soldier started firing his gun as he saw a few Prazore, then took cover next to Lloyd. “We are getting no response from the snipers. I don’t think we’ll have any more sniper support.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Did you try contacting them also?” 
 
    “Yes. We heard them yell something, but we couldn’t make out what they were trying to say. After repeated attempts, there’s still no contact.”  
 
    “Shit. That means Jorak is on his own, and I saw a couple Prazore headed his way.”  
 
    That idea scared Lloyd, because Jorak was in no condition to defend himself. If Jorak died, it would be because of a decision Lloyd had made. There was no more time to think about it as more Prazore were inbound.  
 
    Lloyd jumped from behind the rock and put as much power into his push as he could. He sent one of the Prazore flying backward. He deflected a shot going toward the men behind him, then let loose a blast of flame from his hand. The fire wasn’t meant to do any damage. It was to draw Prazore attention toward him, rather than Jorak. 
 
    “Follow me. We’re going to regroup and get out of this.” Lloyd ran off. The two men following him. He started yelling into his comlink. “Everyone regroup, I repeat regroup!” He yelled as loud as he could. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Prazore were fighting differently than what Kane had seen so far. They were keeping their distance, firing at them. Normally, they seemed to prefer close quarters combat. 
 
    A body slammed next to his. He turned and noticed it was Kurvara.  
 
    “We have at least five men down. The Prazore are keeping their distance,” he said. 
 
    She eyed his leg, but instead of responding, she peeked around the corner, then fired in the direction of some Prazore. 
 
    “It’s not that bad, just a graze,” he said, ignoring the pain in his leg. There were better things to worry about than a little pain. That was when Kane noticed warriors moving toward the ship. Nobody was there to help Jorak. 
 
    Kurvara sensed Kane’s change of mood and immediately clamped her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t do it. He’ll be fine.”  
 
    Kane didn’t respond. Instead, he pushed himself up. 
 
    “Kane, listen to me. Please!” She took her hand off his shoulder. If she tried to force him, it might cause him to act irrationally and bolt off without another word. 
 
    “Jorak needs me!” he responded angrily. “There is no way he can hold off two warriors with his injury. I’m going!”  
 
    “Please. Don’t do this,” She pleaded, forcing herself not to grab him. “If you leave us here, we could all die. Our men need our help! We can’t abandon them like this!” 
 
    A shot whizzed right by her head, causing her to get low to the ground. She looking up at Kane, to see what he would do.  That stopped Kane short.  
 
    It reminded him of something Jorak had told him a long time ago.  
 
    “One thing you need to understand Kane, is that there will be hard decisions to make in the future. There will be lives at stake, and a difficult decision will come,” Jorak had said, looking at him.  This was one of those serious discussions they had every once in a while. “You may have to choose between the lives of loved ones, or the lives of many.”  
 
    He looked at Kane, eying him, testing him to see what his answer would be to the following question. “If it came down to your father, your mother and I, or fifty people. Who would you choose?” 
 
    “I would choose the fifty people!” Kane had said without a second thought, knowing that would be the correct answer. 
 
    “You’ll find that decision is harder than you think. Right now, you say that with such ease, but you aren’t yet in such a situation. Mark my words, you will be in that situation one day. I have been there, and it was one of the hardest moments of my life. You have to promise me. You will think and do as you told me today. Fifty lives are more important than three, don’t forget that.” 
 
    How naïve he had been that day. Now Jorak’s words came back to him and he felt stupid. He couldn’t abandon the men with him just because he wanted to save his Mentor. A long breath escaped from his lips and his expression softened. It was hard, but he knew what he had to do.  
 
    “I’m sorry. You’re right,” Kane said.  Then an idea sprang into his mind. He turned to Kurvara. “We need to regroup. Our best chance of getting out of this mess is to stay together and hold our ground near the ship. We need to focus all our attention in the direction of the ship. We can move toward it, and hopefully catch the Prazore by surprise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Upon arrival at the ship, Jorak’s hand slammed the door, opening the boarding ramp. His left arm was hurting. Even dulling the pain, it still hurt. Jorak couldn’t believe he had made it to the ship without being shot. He had been worried there would be snipers targeting the ship. 
 
    The moment the ramp opened, he ran straight inside, sword in his hand. The fact that he couldn’t sense the warriors in the forest meant they could hide here, and avoid detection as well. Moving slowly, he walked into the cockpit, checking to see it was clear. Turning around, he went into the back of the ship. Nothing. So far everything seemed to be untouched.  
 
    Then his comlink beeped. Lloyd’s voice came out. “Jorak, you have two Prazore incoming, and we don’t have sniper support. Try to hold them off!”  
 
    He raised the comlink. “Copy. Don’t worry about me. Do everything you can. I’ll take care of them. Just a couple more things to check before I am satisfied the ship is good to go.” With that he lowered his arm, shutting the ramp.  
 
    After Jorak was satisfied the ramp was closed, he walked around looking to see if there was a weapon or anything that could pierce their armor. There was no point being silent. He was running around the ship, opening cabinets, looking for anything useful. As he feared there was nothing of use in this ship, and the warriors were about to attack. 
 
    I cannot let them damage this ship. With that, he punched the panel to open the ramp, his gun at the ready. His best chance would be to shoot quickly and hopefully kill both of them. The ramp slid to the ground. Jorak pulled the trigger and shot at the two attacking warriors. Shots hit their armor, without slowing them down in the slightest.  
 
    The warriors were only fifteen feet away now. While he could normally hit his target where he aimed, his arm erupted into pain causing his aim to be sporadic. His finger did not leave the trigger until bullets stopped pouring out. With a little luck, it seemed he had hit one of the warriors. The Prazore was on the ground, slowly getting up. But the second warrior was five feet away now, and there was nothing to stop his advance. 
 
    Jorak threw the empty gun at the warrior with his good arm, then pulled out his sword. With all the power he could muster, he focused on sapping the pain away from his left arm. If he lived through this fight, he would be in terrible pain, but for now this was what he had to do. 
 
    The clash of metal came as the warrior’s staff intercepted Jorak’s sword. Jorak attempted a parry, but the staff of the warrior blocked his blow. Lucky for Jorak, the injured warrior was back on the ground. 
 
    The warrior in front of him was relentless, however. There were no pauses between strikes. Jorak could feel the pain in his arm increase with each second. It was getting harder to block, let alone counter attack. He ducked a swipe to his head, feeling the rush of wind as the staff passed inches above him scalp. His sword came upwards as a strike to take his arm off, but the warrior dodged it and kicked Jorak in the stomach, sending him flying. 
 
    Jorak’s back slammed against the ship, the air knocked out of him. He was lucky to have not fallen down. If he had fallen, the Prazore’s next blow would have taken off his head. Instead, Jorak was able to sidestep the attack. The staff hit the ship, giving Jorak an opening.  
 
    Jorak focused all the power he could muster into his right hand and let loose a blast of lightning. The energy coursing through his right arm was almost overwhelming. The pain in his left arm exploded. Blue light flashed across the warrior’s face as the lightning engulfed him. The Prazore let out a scream. It hadn’t expected the attack. After a few seconds, the warrior flew backward across the ground, his body thrashing, smoke rising from his body.  
 
    Jorak’s knee slammed into the ground. His vision blurred as pain and exhaustion came over him. He had put everything he had into that last attack. It had definitely been overkill, but it had been his only option. He blinked a few times, trying to focus. He looked around, noticing the other warrior struggling to get up.  
 
    Jorak activated his comlink. “This is Jorak…” His vision blurred again. His hand moved to his eyes without thinking, trying his best to remain conscious. “S-ship secure…” 
 
    It took everything he had to keep himself awake. Darkness kept creeping in. He realized this might be the end. The pain in his left arm was excruciating. Every move he made took everything in him.  
 
    “N—” He couldn’t utter the last word, and collapsed onto the ground. The last thing he saw was the wounded warrior moving his way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane had heard Jorak’s transmission. The men gathered together, and were holding off the Prazore, for now. Kane and the soldiers with him had found a group of rocks, near the edge of the forest that provided good cover.  
 
    Gunfire hadn’t let up since the start of the battle. Checking ammo, he saw there were only two clips left. They hadn’t taken out that many Prazore. If there had been more Prazore, Kane and his group would have been killed by now. In a way. it seemed the Prazore hadn’t expected there to be as many of them as there were. 
 
    Other men started to yell out that they only had one or two clips left.  
 
    “Save your shots. Make them count!” Otis yelled out.  
 
    “Give me your magazines, please.” Kane stretched out his hand to Kurvara. Without hesitation, she grabbed her remaining three and slapped them into his hand. “Thanks. Otis’s men need these more than we do,” Kane said, turning to Otis. 
 
    “Otis!” Kane said, causing Otis to turn around. “Catch. Spread them out!”  
 
    Otis caught the magazines, looking surprised, but did not question Kane’s generosity. 
 
    “So what? Are we just going to sit here while everyone else does all the shooting?” Kurvara asked, a hint of annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “Our men need those bullets more than we do. We can do magic and defend them once the Prazore start charging again,” Kane responded, taking his sword out. “Also, we’re moving to the ship. We don’t need the ammo anymore.” 
 
    As if to prove him right, the Prazore started charging. They seemed to have realized that the rate of gunfire had slowed a lot. Otis saw several warriors running their way and let loose a burst of fire. One of the shots hit a warrior in the forehead, killing him instantly. Even with all the men firing, most warriors made it to their position unscathed. 
 
    The moment one warrior got into range, his staff took the head off a soldier. Then the warrior turned and shoved his staff into the chest of another. The warrior then stepped back, dodged a knife attack from a third soldier. And slammed his head into the soldier’s face. The soldier let out a scream of pain as he fell backward. The warrior raised his staff. Before the staff could strike, he flew backward as Kane sent out a force wave. Kane felt bad for not being able to save the other two men, as he lowered his hand. 
 
    As soon as he moved forward, three more warriors appeared. Kurvara was right next to him. Both their swords were out as they charged forward. The warriors seemed excited by this, and didn’t hesitate to meet the charge head on. 
 
    Kane dodged a few strikes and intercepted any that he could not avoid. Two Prazore were attacking him and the other two were attacking Kurvara. The one that had been thrown back rejoined the fight.  
 
    Kane blocked as fast as he could, the strikes coming faster and harder. It was starting to tire him out as he defended himself, looking for an opening. He jumped backward. While in the air, he let out a powerful gust of wind, causing one of the warriors to slam into a tree. There was a loud crack. The other warrior had dodged the blow. Kane felt its body slam into his, knocking the breath out of him.  
 
    Kurvara was faring better than Kane. Warriors were swinging, slashing, but Kurvara was able to dodge most of their moves with relative ease. She was playing the waiting game. Once she saw an opening, she would take it. Time slowed as she blocked another attack, ducked a blow, and then saw an opportunity.  
 
    She swept her blade across the warrior’s arm, taking it off at the elbow. The warrior howled in pain, but surprised her by kicking out. Kurvara was not expecting the counter attack and took the kick to the face, causing her to fall to the ground. She felt the air leave her lungs with the unexpected impact. 
 
    A warrior charged her. She rolled to the side just in time, hearing the clank as the staff hit the dirt next to her. Before the warrior could pull the staff up, she grabbed the warrior’s arm and pulled as hard as she could. The warrior slammed into the ground. Kurvara took that moment to jump to her feet, raising her sword, and slamming it into the warrior’s throat. 
 
    There was no time to yank the sword out, as the other warrior was already swinging his staff at her. Letting go of her sword, she jumped over the dead warrior’s body. Instead of the staff hitting her, it swept right through the other warrior’s head, cutting it clean off. 
 
    Kurvara landed on her feet, looked around, and grabbed a Prazore staff off the ground. As soon as she picked up the staff, she raised it to deflect a blow to her head. The staff felt weird in her hands. The weight of it was heavier than her sword, but that alone wasn’t the reason why it felt so weird. The weirdness was something she couldn’t explain or think about at that moment.  
 
    The warrior kept attacking. Kurvara’s arms started to feel the exhaustion of deflecting so many blows with the heavy staff. She stepped backward, dodging a few more blows. Kurvara arched her arm back and threw the staff like a spear. She raised her other arm at the same time. The warrior barely dodged the staff, but stopped moving as a sword flew into the back of his skull. He had no idea what had hit him as he fell face forward, dead. 
 
    Kane slammed into the ground, his sword flying from his grasp. A warrior was on top of him, aiming his staff at Kane’s throat. Kane grabbed the Prazore’s arms, stopping the staff a few inches above his neck. He focused as much power as he could into his arms. There was no way he could hold the warrior off if it wasn’t for magic. Even with magic, the staff was getting closer. Kane felt his breath shortening, straining with the effort to keep the Prazore staff above him. Then blood splattered all over as a sword swept the head right of the warrior’s shoulders.  
 
    Kane huffed a sigh of relief, taking deep breaths. “Thanks. That was close.” Kane pushed the body away, grabbing his sword, and getting up. 
 
    “It’s a good thing I was close. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that warrior had gotten you,” Kurvara replied. 
 
    They both looked around, seeing more warriors pouring through the forest. Then Otis appeared out of nowhere, grabbed both Kurvara and Kane, slamming them down with him. Gunfire was flying over their heads. It seems the Prazore had brought in heavier weapons. 
 
    “You two need to get to that ship now.” Otis raised his head, letting out a burst of fire.  
 
    “What? No. We can’t leave you here! You’ll all die!” Kane responded angrily. Sure, their mission was to get to the ship and escape, but that plan didn’t include letting everyone else die. 
 
    Otis’s eyes hardened. “I have lost a lot of good men today. We did not die to have you die with us. Get the hell out of here, and warn the Alliance.” 
 
    Kurvara grabbed Kane’s arm. “He’s right. They have their mission and we have ours. It’s time to get out of here.” She understood Kane’s agony. But this wouldn’t be the last he would find himself in this situation. 
 
    Kane’s head bowed at the response. Leaving went against everything he had trained for. Helping people was what he really liked, and now he was being told to leave them here to die, just to warn the Alliance. Maybe he could stay behind.  
 
    And what? Die with them? How is that beneficial at all? You are on a mission. This isn’t a game. We made the decision before this ambush. Kane let out a deep breath. Otis and Kurvara were right, and he had to accept it.  
 
    “You’re right.” Kane’s face showed no emotion, but it was hard to say it out loud and not hate himself. “We need to leave, otherwise your men would have died for nothing.”  
 
    “For what it’s worth, you’re making the right choice kid.” Otis had a look of relief on his face. “Remember that, and good luck.” Otis ran off toward his men. 
 
    Kurvara grabbed Kane’s hand, pulling him up. “Let’s get going.”   
 
    Both of them bolted for the ship. Most of the gunfire was too far away, but a few shots zipped over their heads. It was good that they had been able to hold off the Prazore. It made an escape without having to fight a possibility. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Terminus heard Jorak say the ship was clear over the radio. It was about time. Terminus was starting to tire from all the fighting. Then he realized all his efforts of keeping as many people alive as possible was almost for nothing. He was going to have to abandon the men to this ambush and there was no way they would escape.  
 
    “It’s time to go,” Lloyd said. 
 
    Terminus turned around, looking at all the men who were sacrificing their lives for them. “I guess it is. I thank every single one of you for what you did for us today. I swear what you guys did will not be forgotten.” 
 
    A soldier next to him let out a laugh, despite the situation. “That sounds nice, but nobody will remember us. Just get going. I don’t think we’ll hold for much longer.” 
 
    Terminus was about to respond further, when Lloyd grabbed him. “This isn’t the time. It’s now or never.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Terminus said, following Lloyd. Both of them bolted toward the ship. Terminus tried to keep his thoughts focused on the mission, even though he knew that they had just left a group of men to face certain death, with no way out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they were running, Kane saw a warrior heading toward Jorak, who wasn’t moving at all. Dammit. I swear you will not die today. With that he focused strength to his legs, feeling his speed increase. He was starting to question his decision to give their clips to Otis. He was too far away to launch an attack, and that warrior was about to go for the kill! 
 
    Then he had an idea, he didn’t need to hit the warrior. All he had to do was grab its attention for a few moments.  
 
    “Kurvara, shoot some fire at that warrior.” Kane’s right hand was starting to glow. He was gathering the energy he needed to shoot lightning. Just a little closer. If he turns toward the attack, I’ve got him. 
 
    Kurvara threw out one of her hands. Flames erupted from her palm. While the Prazore was too far away to hit, Kane hoped the sound of fire would cause him to turn. 
 
    A smile crept across his lips. The warrior turned in reflex, his right hand out, ready to deflect. The look on the warrior’s face as he realized it was a distraction almost made Kane laugh. Now he was in range. He moved his right hand forward, letting out a blast of lightning.  
 
    The warrior let out a laugh, almost as if he knew what Kane was planning. His left hand shot out, intercepting the lightning. The lightning redirected toward the ground. The warrior raised his staff with his other hand, above the unconscious body of Jorak.  
 
    Before the staff could move, from the other side came a blast of lightning that hit the warrior in the back. Kane couldn’t understand what had just happened. The warrior flew forward right into the ship, writhed on the ground, then did not move again.  
 
    “What just happened?” Kane asked out loud. 
 
    “Look over there!” Kurvara pointed. 
 
    Kane saw Terminus and Lloyd, but they were farther from the ship. That was when he realized that Terminus had used the lightning. He saw the outstretched hand.  
 
    Incredible. Effective even at that distance. If there were any more doubts in Kane’s mind about Terminus’s abilities, it had washed away in that instant. There were few people in the galaxy who could use magic like that. They were lucky to have him here. Jorak, you better live after all the trouble we just went through to keep you alive! 
 
    Terminus and Lloyd weren’t far behind. Kane immediately rushed to his fallen Mentor. He grabbed one arm while Kurvara grabbed the other. Kane had no idea how much time until the Prazore sent enemy fighters to destroy the ship, so they needed to hurry. It didn’t help that more warriors were started to charge toward their position. 
 
    “Jorak, are you all right?” Kane asked. 
 
    There was no answer for a moment, then Jorak nodded his head in response. He was barely conscious.  
 
    “We need to get out of here now! The faster we escape this planet, the faster I can start healing him!” Kurvara yelled, pushing for the ramp. 
 
    Kane didn’t need to hear any more. He moved along with Kurvara up the ramp and into the ship. Terminus and Lloyd would be there within thirty seconds. He needed to have the ship ready to go by the time Terminus or Lloyd got here. 
 
    Kurvara and Kane put Jorak down gently and rushed to the cockpit. He knew the design of the ship like the back of his hand. At the Academy, the instructors had taught him the designs of many different ships, and how to fly them. His fingers started flying as he powered up the ship. Jorak had said the ship was secure. If there were any traps in the engine…well there would be no stopping it now.  
 
    He felt the presence of Terminus and Lloyd as they entered the ship. Just in time. Ship is ready to go.  
 
    Kane retracted the ramp. He slammed the throttle up. The ship blasted off the ground. As the ship started to fly, he couldn’t help but look back, knowing that there were men fighting and dying just for this chance. There would never be a way for him to truly thank them for the sacrifices the soldiers made.  
 
    “How many ships are incoming?” Terminus barked upon entering the cockpit, taking the co-pilot seat. 
 
    “So far nothing, and that worries me.” 
 
    Terminus nodded his head. “That worries me to.”  
 
    There should have been ships on them almost as soon as they took off. If the Prazore were smart, their ships would intercept them any second now.  
 
    The ship broke through a cloud layer, climbing higher in the planet’s atmosphere. Still no Prazore ships. The enemy fleet remained motionless.  
 
    Kane was confused. “I don’t understand—”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter! We need to get the hell out of here before we can think about anything!” Lloyd said, standing right behind them. “If we can get a clear shot out of here, take it.” 
 
    Kane wondered what Lloyd had been doing, but it didn’t matter at the moment. He was correct. There was no point in wasting anymore time. 
 
    “Just a few more seconds and we’ll be clear. Here goes nothing,” Kane muttered, more to himself, than anyone else. He shoved the throttle forward. He held his breath, letting it out only after their ship roared into Warp Space.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Vorka’s eyes snapped open immediately. About time. He jumped out of bed and grabbed his courier. “This is Vorka.” 
 
    “I am sorry to disturb you. Florik is on the line and wants to speak with you.” 
 
    “You did as ordered. Send it to the communications room immediately.”  
 
    Without waiting for a response, Vorka put the courier on his belt, put his armor on, and walked over to the room. The ship was noiseless. Most of them were sleeping, enjoying rest while they could.  
 
    Fighting and sleeping. How we all wish that was life. There were two guards at the room. One of them opened the door, stepping aside to let him in. Upon entering, Florik’s full figure showed on the screen. 
 
    “I was wondering how much longer it would take. Give me a report on what happened,” Vorka said. He knew it was about the ambush that had been planned.  
 
    “Of course, Warlord.” Florik saluted before continuing. “I am ashamed to say that the Academy members escaped. As ordered, we allowed to escape the planet once they lifted off.” Florik looked ashamed. However, he did not lower his eyes, maintaining eye contact.  Vorka respected that. Shame didn’t mean you needed to avoid looking at your superior. 
 
    “How did they fight?” Vorka asked.  
 
    He wasn’t too surprised at the outcome. He had to make it seem like it did matter so the warriors tried their best. It would take time to adjust to such a dangerous enemy and now Vorka knew which plan to enact first. So far, these Academy fighters kept impressing him. Vorka had watched many videos of the Academy fighters, most of them were not as good as the ones on Sarus and Verroc, and he had a hunch the ones Florik had struggled to deal with were not average fighters. 
 
    “They were faster and stronger than anticipated. One of them was injured in an earlier encounter, and still managed to take down one warrior alone, almost taking out a second. Due to assistance from another Academy member, that one did live.” 
 
    Vorka let out a smirk. “It sounds like if it had been one on one, the Academy fighter would have won.”  
 
    Florik’s face didn’t change, but Vorka knew that comment probably stung a bit. The Prazore were the superior species, yet a few Academy fighters had taken out more of their warriors than anyone thought possible.  
 
    “I imagine they had help?” Vorka continued. 
 
    “Yes. They split into two groups. At most there were thirty. Most were killed, although I have been informed that a few were captured alive.” 
 
    “I see. Did you happen to get the names of the Academy members? I have a hunch these are some of their best, and I would like to get all the information I can get.” 
 
    “I’m working on it. We did capture some civilians who were at the same camp, so we’ll find out soon enough. I just haven’t had much time to speak to them yet.” Florik paused, waiting to see if Vorka would respond. After a moment, he continued. “I have to ask. Even as a test, why not kill them? Especially if you think they are some of the best?” 
 
    There was a minute of silence, not unusual when asking a superior a question such as this. 
 
    “I had a couple of reasons. The first being I wanted our warriors to fight as hard as they could, knowing that the Academy fighters would be allowed to escape if any of them made it to their ship. The second being, I believe our strike plan has now improved to what I originally had planned. If the fighters had died we would have gone with our original attack, but now this opens up an opportunity. 
 
    Vorka took a breath, debating on whether to keep the other reason secret. After a moment, he decided there was no reason to hide it any longer.  
 
    “I’ll give you a small portion of the plan and will explain the rest when I have all of our commanders together. The ones that escaped will warn the Yevonions of our invasion. It’s something I want to happen. They will let the Alliance know of the invasion too.”  
 
    Normally, he didn’t give information like this away, but it was only a little bit of his grand plan.  
 
    “I trust you with my life. I look forward to conquering them by your side.” Florik’s fist slammed into the chest plate of his armor. “Is there anything else you need done, Warlord?”  
 
    “No. I will communicate when to begin the next stage of our plan.” 
 
    Florik nodded his head, then ended the transmission. 
 
    Vorka stood there motionless. Florik was one of his most trusted warriors, and also a friend. Florik was very powerful. The only thing he lacked was Vorka’s intelligence. If Florik had been as smart as he was, then Florik would have been a Warlord instead of Vorka. While they both had been friends, both were very competitive toward each other. After Vorka had been chosen by the Supreme Overlord, Florik hadn’t talked to him for a week. Vorka thought for sure that Florik would fight him for power, but a week later Florik congratulated him, and they became even closer. At that moment, he knew that Florik was going to be his second in command, and finally go to war together. 
 
    After a few more minutes, he walked out of the communications room. It was time he talked to some of the prisoners. So far, he had had very little interaction with the prisoners, allowing his men to do most of the talking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The prisoner walked in, escorted by two guards. The detainee was not chained, handcuffed, or restricted in anyway. Other than the wounds he had received while fighting, he was in perfect shape. Vorka enjoyed the confusion in the man’s eyes. One thing that he loved was allowing the prisoners to think they had freedom. It was a breaking technique he loved to use. It was also fun to thwart their petty attempts to escape.  
 
    Vorka’s hands motioned for the prisoner to sit. He complied without argument. Vorka didn’t show it, but this surprised him. Normally, fighters such as this one tried to resist anything their captors did.  
 
    This should be interesting. Vorka pulled out his own chair and sat down. 
 
    “My name is Vorka, the Warlord of the Prazore. What is your name?”  
 
    In truth, he already knew the man’s name. It was Drake. Ex-military General for the Alliance. He knew the name of every prisoner of any importance.  
 
    There was silence. This was what Vorka had come to expect, but he let it last a few minutes longer before saying something else. 
 
    Drake lifted his hands, placing them slowly on the table. Vorka made no movement to stop him. Another minute passed and neither said a word.  
 
    “I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me one thing,” Drake said, looking Vorka straight in the eye, staring him down. Drake waited to see if Vorka was going to interrupt before continuing. “Why do you have none of us handcuffed? We aren’t even in a cell. If you tell me this, I will tell you my name.” 
 
    “For a simple name, that is quite the request. Why should I tell you that for just your name?” Vorka wanted to smile, but didn’t. It was obvious what Drake was up to, but he wasn’t going to tell him that. There was information he would be willing to part with, but that is one he would never tell a prisoner. 
 
    Drake laughed. “Fair enough.” As quickly as it had started, Drake went from laughing back to being serious. “I know you know my name. You’ve been taking all the civilians and asking them questions. I guarantee they told you everything that they knew.” 
 
    His reputation precedes him. After he found out that Drake used to be a General, he researched his accomplishments. He was best known for his tactics, along with a reputation for getting done what needed to be done, even if his approach was sometimes questionable to the Alliance.  
 
    Vorka smiled. “That’s correct. I do know your name.” 
 
    “Let’s skip the bullshit. What do you want from me? Ask me, so I can tell you to fuck off.” Drake looked at Vorka, anger in his eyes. “Let’s just get to the part where you threaten or torture me so we can move on. I have better things to do than stare at your ugly face all day.”  
 
    Vorka had to stop himself from chuckling. Yes, he was a feisty one. Those were the most fun to question. “There is no need for threats or torture. How about we talk like a civilized species and go from there.” 
 
    “Then get to it. You’ll get no useful information from me.” 
 
    Vorka respected the cut-to-the-chase approach. It was more fun getting straight to the point, rather than beating around the bush like politicians.  
 
    “Torture isn’t my intention. You don’t need to fear that.” Vorka raised his hands, also putting them on the table. “Let’s get to it then. Where are the rest of the hideouts?” 
 
    Drake’s hands stayed where they were. “You know I won’t tell you that.” 
 
    “While true, I promise that none of them shall be harmed.” 
 
    “Even if that’s true, I will never tell you.” Drake’s voice darkened as he allowed his anger to show. “You come here, invade our planet without a word, kill and capture innocent people, and you expect me to tell you where people could be hiding? Fuck you.”  
 
    That was the answer Vorka expected. It changed nothing at all. He didn’t expect to get any useful information out of Drake and he was not going to torture the man. He doubted that Drake could provide much information due to not being a part of the Alliance military, but he had to try. 
 
    “That’s fine. I didn’t expect you to answer that question anyway.” Vorka knew that Drake was very confused, but was doing a good job of not showing it. “I’m sure you can answer this one. After seeing what you have seen, how do you think the Alliance and the Yevonions will fare against us?”  
 
    Drake’s eyes widened, realizing the information that Vorka just gave him. There was a brief pause as he let that sink in. The Prazore aimed to conquer the whole galaxy, something that Drake had suspected and Vorka had now confirmed. There were three super powers in the galaxy: the Alliance, Yevonions, and the Empire. 
 
    The Empire had been around as long as the Alliance, for well over six hundred years. Originally the Alliance and Empire were to be merged, but disagreements about how to do this prevented this from happening. Instead of being known as the galactic empire, one was renamed as the Alliance while the other kept Empire. While they weren’t enemies, there had been plenty of conflicts between them, some coming close to an all-out war.  
 
    The Yevonions had come out of nowhere and tried to take out both the Empire and Alliance. They were stopped after a brutal war, before a peace offering was made. The Yevonions didn’t speak to anyone, and maintained their own part of the galaxy. The last time the Alliance and Yevonions were at war was over two hundred years ago. There were other planets that had their own governments, but none of them could compete with those three. The fact that Vorka had said that the Prazore were invading two of the three super powers could only mean they intended to go after everyone.  
 
    Drake gulped, realizing that the Prazore must have a strong army, if Vorka thought they could take on two of the three at the same time.  
 
    “I’ll answer this one, because the answer is simple,” Drake said. “I don’t know. I haven’t been in the military for a while, and don’t know anything. I will say this. You won’t win, regardless of what you can do now. I hope you know that, before this war begins. Both sides are going to lose a lot of lives. That could be avoided, if you would speak to other governments like a civilized people.” 
 
    Vorka sat there, smiling at Drake’s comments. “You’d be surprised how many species, governments, empires, anything you can name, have said that to us in our lifetime.” His head shook in amusement. “Do you want to know how many we’ve lost?” 
 
    Drake didn’t say a word, just stared intently at Vorka.  
 
    “We have never lost. We were close to losing once,” Vorka said, pushing his chair back as he stood up. He looked down at Drake, who still hadn’t moved a muscle, then walked away. Before he got to the door, he turned back. “That was our last war. That’s what made us decide to invade this part of the galaxy.”  
 
    With that, Vorka walked through the door, officially ending the session. Guards came in to move Drake back to his prison cell, with everyone else. 
 
    Two guards outside the door saluted Vorka as he walked out, without uttering a single word. The meeting had gone about as Vorka expected. There was information that Drake could provide if he really wanted to pursue it. It just wasn’t valuable enough to pursue because it wouldn’t impact his invasion plan at all. Drake had been out of the military too long to provide that kind of information. Even if they beat him, the only information they might get is where the other hide outs are. Even that was optimistic thinking, though.  
 
    As a high-ranking General in the military, Drake would be resistant to torture. It would take a lot more than pain to force him to talk. Regardless, the determination and defiance in Drake’s voice showed Vorka that his enemy would fight with everything they had in them. That was the true purpose of the meeting.  
 
    Sure, the Prazore had done a lot of research on this side of the galaxy. No one on this side of the galaxy had ever faced an enemy such as the Prazore. Vorka knew their technology, weapons and armor were superior. Drake had seen this firsthand, yet he still believed the Prazore could be beaten. Vorka now knew that there was virtually no chance of this being a quick war. This would go on for years and cost many lives, but it would be worth it in the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Warlord.” Three warriors had walked in, all ready to report on the situation on the planet’s surface. 
 
    “Report,” Vorka said. His back was facing toward the warriors, as he was looking down at the surface of the planet. 
 
    “We’ve secured the planet. No sign of resistance for the past three days. We have searched the planet for life and found a few positive readings. We’re not sure if it’s human or an animal.” The warrior paused for a moment. “Do you wish to question any of the new prisoners?” 
 
    “No,” Vorka said, turning to face them. “Good work. That means it’s time to prepare for the next part of our invasion.” 
 
    One warrior looked at the other. “Not to question you, but why so soon? I thought—” 
 
    The warrior stopped talking the moment Vorka raised his hand.  
 
    “It’s fine, Yrikite. With two ships escaping, it means we need to step up our invasion plan.” Vorka walked over, activating a hologram, showcasing only this side of the galaxy. 
 
    “Currently, they know about our two major fleets, but aren’t aware of our smaller ones, located in these areas.” Spots highlighted as he pointed to them. “I don’t want them to discover any more, let alone give them time to truly decipher what our first major assault will be.”  
 
    Vorka pointed at two areas that highlighted red. “These will be the major focus of our attack. The Alliance will most likely expect us to hit other areas. And that mistake will cost them dearly.” Vorka smiled. “We shall hit them in multiple areas, something the Alliance won’t realize until it’s too late.” 
 
    “I like it,” the second warrior, Selan responded. “That will cripple one of their major shipyards, and confuse them as to what we may do next.”  
 
    “We should crush them easily. Just look at how we took this planet,” the third warrior chimed in. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Yushta,” Vorka responded harshly. “Don’t underestimate the enemy, ever. Regardless of our advantage.” Vorka walked up to Yushta, standing tall over him. “Don’t forget our losses were higher than we were expecting. The Alliance won’t give up easily either. Any doubts I had were erased after I spoke with Drake.” 
 
    Yushta did not lower his eyes from Vorka as he spoke. “That may be true, but what makes you think they won’t give up easily? After we smash a few of their major planets, I am positive their leader will surrender.” 
 
    He was about to continue, but stopped as Vorka shook his head.  
 
    “Again, you’re wrong,” Vorka said. “All of them will fight with everything they have, to stop us, regardless of their situation. Even if their government surrenders, the military would not.” 
 
    “No disrespect, Warlord, but how could you know this by speaking to one man?” Yushta asked with skepticism. 
 
    “It’s quite simple. Drake was a General in the Alliance. The determination in his voice gave me no doubt that his people will fight until it’s over. The Alliance military is considered one of the strongest in the galaxy. Besides, we’re invading their home system. They will do whatever it takes to defend it.”  
 
    Vorka turned back to the window, looking down at the planet, as he had done so often since their arrival. “This war will take time to win. When that day comes, however, it should be the last major war.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Everything was different now. Everyone had barely escaped, and were almost to Orlion. The first thing Blade did was focus on healing the wound on his head and the pain in his arm. The gash was now healed for the most part. There was a bit of a scab remaining, but that did not matter. His arm still hurt, but not as bad as before. 
 
    He sensed Mutieto at the door. 
 
    “Yes?” Blade asked once the door opened. He remained in sitting position. Mutieto stood at the doorway, staring down at him. 
 
    There was a brief pause of footsteps. Then Mutieto walked over, taking a seat next to him. Neither of them said a word.  
 
    That was fine with Blade. Everything that had happened on Sarus was engraved in his mind. It was supposed to have been a search and rescue mission. Find Yulara and get out of there. But it had ended far worse than he had thought possible.  
 
    “I can sense your emotions are out of balance, you know,” Mutieto commented after a couple minutes.  
 
    A loud breath escaped Blade’s lips. “I’m not surprised. Did my father send you in to check on me?” In reality Blade didn’t think Anorn would do that, but the idea just came out. 
 
    “If he wanted to speak to you, he’d do it himself.” 
 
    Blade’s eyes snapped open. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I figure we should talk before we arrive to Orlion. We are seventy minutes from arriving.” 
 
    “You could just say an hour, you know.” 
 
    Mutieto laughed. “I could, but I figured it is better to be precise.” 
 
    Blade couldn’t help but grin, for a moment. Before a memory flashed: leaving Drake and his men behind, as they escaped. 
 
    Mutieto stopped laughing. He had sensed the sudden change in Blade’s emotions.  
 
    “Leaving them behind bothers you, doesn’t it?” Mutieto knew that was it. The moment he said that, Blade dropped his head and stared at the ground. 
 
    There was no immediate response. More images of what had happened on Sarus flashed through Blade’s mind. A feeling of anger started to course through his body.  
 
    “Of course it bothers me. Why does it seem like I’m the only one bothered by it?” Blade asked, trying his best to keep his voice neutral. He looked directly into Mutieto’s eyes. “How can I be so out of whack with my emotions, guilt, sadness, anger, and nobody else on this ship is? I can’t sense any sort of regret, anger, sadness, or anything from you guys! Do you really not care, or what is it!?”  
 
    Mutieto didn’t respond at first. He understood exactly how Blade felt. He was hoping that Blade was too focused on what had happened on Sarus to pay attention to everyone else, but Blade’s awareness didn’t surprise him much either.  
 
    “That’s not it,” Mutieto said. “Believe me when I tell you that all of us care and feel regret. We just know how to deal with it.” 
 
    “How?” Blade looked at Mutieto with a pleading look. “How can I not feel this way? Please tell me! It’s tearing me apart, leaving all those people to the Prazore.”  
 
    The pain in his voice was very apparent to Mutieto. He knew that Blade was likely to feel regret, but not this badly.  
 
    “How do I detach myself from these silly emotions?” Blade asked. 
 
    This was a side of Blade he had never seen before. This mission was going to change him. It was only a matter of time, and Mutieto wished it was avoidable.  
 
    “It’s not easy,” Mutieto said. “Believe it or not, we do feel regret, guilt, all of what you feel for what we had to do. But Yulara, Anorn, and I have all been in the situation before. We have felt that regret over not saving another person’s life. We have questioned our own decisions, just like you are now. We’ve looked back, wondering if there had been a better solution, and so on. We have been through these things so many times, I’ve lost count. It always hurts, but with time comes healing. Eventually, you will realize that there is no way for you to know those answers.” 
 
    Blade just sat there, trying to think about everything Mutieto was saying. It made sense in a way, but it didn’t help him right now. Emotions still kept popping up. Every time he blinked, another image of what happened rose up. 
 
    Mutieto went on. “I hate to say this, but this won’t be the last time you go through this. You will lead soldiers someday, and a lot of them will die. This is something I want you to realize. You will question yourself and wonder what would have happened had you done something differently.” Mutieto cleared his throat before continuing. “If there was a way to remove these emotions, then you wouldn’t be fit to lead. Emotions keep you grounded. They make you think of your men as humans, rather than objects.” 
 
    A moment of silence came. Blade knew deep down what Mutieto said was true, and that scared him. With how he was feeling now, he couldn’t imagine how bad it would feel when a decision he made cost the life of someone else. His whole life, decisions had been made by someone else, whether it was Mutieto, his father, or the Council. Anybody but him. Sure, he’d been given responsibility to make decisions, but nothing on this scale. 
 
    “I’m not saying this to scare you,” Mutieto said. “It’s just something I want you to prepare for. I do have a way to help though. That is part of the reason I came to you. It’s time I taught you how to mask your emotions.” 
 
    That took Blade by surprise. Back during his early years of training, he remembered having asked how to mask his emotions. During a mission, someone had been captured and held captive. Blade would never forget it. Blade and Mutieto had chased the kidnapper down. They had trapped him. The kidnapper had smiled. He hadn’t say a word while putting the gun in his hand to his head. Before Blade or Mutieto could even react, he lowered his head next to the captive and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The man died instantly. The captive died a few moments later as the bullet had pierced through both their skulls.  
 
    Anger had coursed through Blade, but Mutieto’s emotions felt the same. When Mutieto said he felt the same anger, Blade hadn’t believed him, and accused his Mentor of having no emotions.  
 
    To prove Blade wrong, Mutieto let down his guard. Anger ran through his mind like water. When asked if he could learn how to do that, Mutieto said: “When the time is right. Trust me, it won’t be for a long time, so don’t bother bringing it up.”  
 
    Of course, Blade had asked repeatedly, eventually giving up after so many attempts. 
 
    “Why now?” Blade asked. He had to know why Mutieto felt now was the time to teach him. 
 
    “We’re about to be at war. There will be people in the military, or even civilians that may be able to sense the emotions around them. If anyone following your command can sense anger or sadness from you, they may question your leadership ability.” 
 
    “If I am feeling those emotions, what if they’re right?” 
 
    “They won’t be. You’ve been trained to make choices during dire situations. You’ve been put in many situations, and been able to make good decisions. All you can do is do what you think is right. Sometimes you’ll be wrong, but nobody can make perfect decisions every time.” 
 
    Blade nodded his head. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Good, keep your pose. I want you to focus on the energy inside your body.” Mutieto said, maintaining the same posture that Blade was in, closing his eyes. 
 
    Blade closed his eyes, focusing on the energy inside his body. He heard Mutieto continue. “As you know, we can manipulate the energy in our bodies to create a source of power, or to manipulate objects. I want you to focus on manipulating your energy to project a false emotion. To do this, you need to concentrate on changing the energy into whatever emotion you want others to see. The tricky part is letting yourself believe, for a brief moment, that you feel that way. Once you feel that emotion, you spread that false emotion across your body. This will result in that emotion being projected to others around you.” 
 
    I only have to feel a false emotion? That shouldn’t be too hard. Blade focused on presenting a false emotion. It took a minute, but he was able to stabilize his emotions, and he immediately saw what Mutieto had been talking about. It took him a few more minutes to truly get it, but then the blank emotion exploded across his body. 
 
    Mutieto smiled. “Good job. You’ll need to practice it so you can do it subconsciously and still remain focused on what you are doing.” 
 
    Blade didn’t respond immediately. Instead he tried to maintain the facade while looking around. Starting was easy. Maintaining it was a bit more difficult. Eventually it slipped.  
 
    “I see what you mean.” Blade’s hand flexed. Sweat appeared on his forehead. He didn’t realize just how hard he was trying to maintain the effect. “I do have one question. How come it doesn’t change how I actually feel? Manipulating my energy that way, I mean. Shouldn’t it change my emotions?” 
 
    “In theory, it’s possible. But it’s a lot harder than projecting a false emotion. You have to truly understand yourself, your energy, and how to use it. Most magic users can’t do this. Even the best struggle at it. It requires such control of yourself that most don’t ever get it. It’s also very dangerous, so most people don’t even attempt it.” 
 
    “Dangerous? How so?” 
 
    Mutieto glanced at Blade, glad he was able to distract him at least for now from what had happened. “To have that much control can backfire. If you go too far, or do the wrong thing, it can cause the energy inside your own body to kill you from the inside. It requires precise manipulation. You need to understand the human anatomy completely, no matter how powerful you are. If you don’t know it, you won’t be able to do it successfully.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone that can do it?” 
 
    “Of course. I only know of three, but I imagine some of the others can do it. The Master Imperator Thal himself, your father Anorn, and Terminus.” 
 
    Blade’s eyes widened. “Terminus? I knew he was powerful, but he can do it?” 
 
    Mutieto couldn’t help but laugh. There was so much about magic that Blade didn’t understand.  
 
    “If there’s one thing Terminus is very gifted with, it’s the power of manipulation. Even at a young age, his power was astounding. He can do many things other people can’t. He also knows that using specific types of magic require more than power.” 
 
    There was no response Blade could think of to that. He knew about more advanced techniques, but he had never truly studied them. He had never really thought of magic as more than personal power. But now it had him wondering what types of advanced techniques there were that required more than power.  
 
    Mutieto put his hand on Blade’s shoulder. “You’re doing fine. I don’t say it enough, but I am very proud of you. You will be a Sentinel soon. Just don’t think about it too much. Believe it or not, you’ll miss days like these, when you are young and only have goals to accomplish.” 
 
    Again, Blade didn’t respond. There were times he hated being young, but right now it didn’t bother him at all. After what he’d seen, he was a little scared of what would happen in the near future. Blade hoped Mutieto was right, and he’d be able to deal with the pain of things to come. 
 
    A knock on the door took Blade out of his own thoughts. It only took a moment, but he realized it was his father.  
 
    Anorn didn’t wait for them to open the door. He walked in. He glanced at both Mutieto and Blade on the ground. “Sorry to disturb you guys, but I think it’s time we all talk. We’re only twenty minutes from arrival.” 
 
    “We’ll be right there,” Mutieto responded, getting up. He reached his hand out, pulling Blade up.  
 
    Blade stretched as he stood up. “This should be good.” Not waiting for a response, he walked toward the door, Mutieto right next to him. 
 
    Upon entering the cockpit, Blade noticed Yulara sitting in the pilot’s seat. Anorn had taken the co-pilot seat. There were three more seats. He took the seat right behind both of them, and Mutieto took the seat next to him. Once they sat down, Yulara and Anorn turned their chairs around to face them. 
 
    Yulara studied both of them. Anorn had his eye on Yulara, as if waiting for something. “Let’s get this started. Upon arrival, all of us are going to the Council meeting to discuss what we saw.” 
 
    Obviously. Why else would we see them? Blade respected Yulara, but there had to be something more to this meeting than stating the obvious. 
 
    As if reading his thoughts, Yulara glanced at him. “Tactful thinking Blade, but you are correct. There is more to this meeting than stating the obvious.” 
 
    He sighed. I should Master this masking of emotions before thinking like that, especially in front of Yulara. 
 
    Mutieto shook his head with a slight smirk on his face.  
 
    “Anyway, the real reason Anorn and I called this little meeting is we need to be in agreement about something.” With that last word, she glanced at Anorn, giving him the go ahead to speak. 
 
    “This meeting we have needs to only deal with facts. Do not give your opinion on what you think the Prazore will do. This will cause more harm than good.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Blade asked. “We know where the Prazore are going to hit. Their fleet is aiming for—” 
 
    “You are incorrect. We have no idea where the Prazore are going to go first.” Anorn sternly interrupted Blade. “We know nothing about them, and assuming we know where they are going to attack is going to do us a lot more harm than good.”  
 
    Blade was about to respond, but stopped when Anorn continued.  
 
    “If we tell them they are going to attack Xulia, the Alliance will send troops and the fleet there. There is a major flaw with that. If the Prazore don’t attack Xulia and attack somewhere else, that planet will fall with very little resistance.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Blade realized they were seeing how he would respond. He ignored the silence, pondering what his father had said. It made sense. “I see your point. You are right on this one.”  
 
    Anorn smiled. “Look back on this and you’ll realize I am always right.”  
 
    “Yeah right. You are just right most of the time.”  
 
    “I suppose that’s true. Anyway, “Anorn went back on topic, “this is not an enemy we can underestimate. We all fought them, yet we still know very little about them. The only real advantages we have are being aware of them, and we know how strong their armor is. Of course, we have a lot more disadvantages. We know how their troops are equipped, but what else do they have? What kind of artillery? Tanks? How strong are their ships? We know very, which is going to be hard for our defense.” 
 
    “I agree with you, for the most part,” Yulara cut in. “While on the planet before you guys arrived, we did do some scouting around. We discovered some interesting weaponry.” 
 
    “What did you see?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “I’m getting to that. Be a little patient, huh?” Yulara responded, a hint of annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “Sorry. Just very curious what you saw,” Mutieto said. Sometimes he just couldn’t help himself, but he wanted her to get straight to it. 
 
    She let out a little laugh. “It’s fine. Anyway, I’m not sure if I would classify it as a tank or artillery, but it was very powerful. When the weapon was activated, they didn’t put anything in it. It gathered energy, and after a few moments let out a huge blast that destroyed part of a mountain. We couldn’t really see much due to the darkness, but it was gigantic. We heard one of the Prazore call it a Kamias.” 
 
    Anorn’s face went serious upon hearing this. Even for him, it seemed odd for his facial expression to change so suddenly. “How would you compare it to our nukes?” 
 
    “It’s more powerful in every way. No question in my mind.”  
 
    “That’s not good. How many times did you see it shoot?” 
 
    Yulara thought about how many times she saw them shoot the weapon. “Five times. I believe it was a new weapon for them.” 
 
    A weapon that could blow part of a mountain up, and didn’t require ammo? That was scary. There had to be a weakness to it, but Blade had to see it in action to even think about any. He pondered the weapon, missing part of the conversation. 
 
    A beeping sound came from the control. Everyone turned around as a voice came over the speakers. “Pilot, identify yourself and state your intentions.”  
 
    Anorn pressed the button. “This is Anorn. Requesting permission to land.” 
 
    “One moment.”  
 
    There was a brief pause. Then the voice of Thal came over the speaker. “Welcome back, Anorn. I was getting worried with the lack of communication.”  
 
    That surprised Blade. Normally air control would have just been told to land and report to the Council, or to just submit a report, depending on the mission. The fact that Thal himself spoke meant he knew there was something serious going on. 
 
    “We had some difficulty,” Anorn said. “I recommend getting an emergency session going as soon as possible. We have some very important information.”  
 
    “It shall be done. As soon as you land, come to the Council chambers. We’ll be ready by then.” Thal wasted no time and ended the transmission. 
 
    “Do you think he knows about the invasion?” Blade asked the moment the transmission ended. “Seems odd for him to welcome us back personally.”  
 
    “Thal isn’t a fool. He knew when I lost contact that something was happening,” Yulara responded, grabbing the controls to land the ship. “When you guys lost contact as well, I imagine he was debating many options.”  
 
    There was no further speaking as Yulara took the ship down.  
 
    Blade was happy to make it back in one piece, yet nervous at the same time. Normally the Council meetings didn’t make him nervous, at least when he knew he wasn’t in trouble. After the meeting, he was going to crash in his quarters and then start training. It was time to really start pushing himself. 
 
    The ship thumped as it touched down. Blade let out a stretch as he walked toward the ramp. It was going to be nice to be on solid ground without having to fight for their lives.  
 
    As soon as all of them got to the ramp, Blade saw Thal waiting for them. Blade took a deep breath as he tried to clear his nerves. It was annoying to be nervous. Whatever the reason, it obviously had to do with what happened on the planet. 
 
    Thal walked up to them. “The Council is ready.” He turned around, motioning them to follow.  
 
    After they were out of earshot of everyone else, Thal slowed down a little. “Before we go in, how bad is it?”  
 
    “It’s very bad. Way worse than I thought it was going to be,” Anorn responded without hesitation. Thal’s expression didn’t change, but Blade had a feeling Thal wasn’t happy at all with the answer.  
 
    Thal picked up the pace again. Blade watched as everyone looked at them with interest. It seems their absence had been noted. Then again, being escorted by Thal was always going to gather attention. Thal normally didn’t escort people around.  
 
    If only they had the tiniest idea of about to happen. Blade couldn’t help thinking. 
 
    They turned the corner, finally reaching the Council doors. Thal opened the doors. Upon entering, Blade was surprised to see that the whole Council was already seated, minus Thal, Anorn, Yulara, and Lloyd. Thal walked straight to his seat. Yulara and Anorn remained in their positions next to Blade, Terminus, and Mutieto. 
 
    The Council was a gigantic room. There was a big open area in the middle, where people who were speaking could stand. There were chairs on the left, right. And middle of the room, and they were the first things people saw when they stepped in.  
 
    The silence remained until Thal got to his seat. Once he reached his seat, he turned around. His eyes moved around, making sure all the Masters that could make it were here.  
 
    “First things first,” Thal said. “Yulara, it is great to see you back, alive, and well.”  
 
    “Thank you. It is great to be back,” she replied. 
 
    “We were all worried. So, what did happen over there? We thought you may have been dead, and were considering our next move.” The voice of Vulcron echoed across the chamber. Vulcron was a Yevonion, one of the few of the species to not only be in the Academy, but willingly want to help the Alliance.  
 
    The Yevonions were a warlike species, a fact that the Alliance had witnessed firsthand. They loved the thrill of battle, and their bodies were designed for it. Yevonions were known for their strength, speed, and natural talent when it comes to fights. One of the strongest features about them was their scales, which were as strong as armor. 
 
    “I won’t dance around the issue, or mince words. There is a war about to come, with a species none of us have any information on,” Anorn responded. There was no point in delay. He went straight to the point, catching most of the Council off guard with that comment. The only expression that didn’t change was Thal’s.  
 
    “War, you say?” Aylin asked, a hint of disbelief in her voice. She had joined the Academy when her parents were killed, initially intending to use the training to seek revenge. But she found a new purpose and eventually abandoned the idea altogether. 
 
    With that, the five of them explained what had happened on the planet Sarus, telling their story from the very beginning. Everyone each said their piece, and nobody gave an opinion on what the Prazore might do.  
 
    When all of them finished, the room was silent. Blade didn’t need to sense to know that everyone was in shock. Even Thal couldn’t believe what they had said.  
 
    Now came the point Blade was really curious about. How was the Council going to respond? He imagined the first thing would be to contact Valin, the supreme leader of the Alliance. The real question would be what to do after letting the Alliance know? What would the Alliance even do first? Attack, defend, or reach out and try to solve this peacefully? 
 
    Finally, the silence was broken by Thal. “This is something we will need to discuss. Blade, Mutieto, please excuse us as we debate what needs to be done.” 
 
    That was not the answer Blade wanted to hear, and he couldn’t stop himself. “Are you kidding me? We did not go through all that to not know what we’re going to do!” He did not bother keeping his voice down. 
 
    Thal couldn’t hide the surprise on his face. Anorn looked at Blade with disapproval, but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t his place.  
 
    “Excuse Blade,” Mutieto said, silencing Blade’s retort with a quick look. “We will take our leave.”  
 
    He grabbed Blade, and walked out of the chambers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a word spoken as Blade and Mutieto walked. There were quite a few people who eyed Mutieto and Blade as they left the chamber. Nobody asked any questions, but Blade could sense their curiosity. He ignored them, knowing that Mutieto was going to lecture him for his outburst. Blade couldn’t help it. It made him angry that neither of them were going to have a say, even though they had been through so much.  
 
    As if reading his thoughts, Mutieto glanced back, not slowing down. “You need to watch that mouth of yours,” he said, taking a right turn to avoid a bunch of people on the other side. “That is not how you were trained, and you know it.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Blade said, not bothering to hide the disgust in his voice. “We risked our lives to make it here, and now we get thrown out because we’re not part of the Council? It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “You do know Yulara and Anorn were there with us, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, what of it?” 
 
    A look of annoyance crossed Mutieto’s face. “Anorn nor Yulara need us there when both of them were at Sarus with us. Both of them are part of the Council. The council make the big decisions. You know that, and you should know it’s been like this for a long, long time.” 
 
    Blade took a deep breath, trying his best to remain calm. “I know,” he said, looking down at the floor, not really paying attention to where he was going. “It’s just…I want to know the plan so I can prepare for it.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you will be told what we are going to do in time. Getting mad about it isn’t going to change anything.”  
 
    Mutieto stopped. Blade looked up and noticed they were at the medical center.  
 
    “You need to get your arm checked out,” Mutieto said. “After that, I want you to relax and do whatever you want for the week. Sleep, train, whatever you feel like.” 
 
    A look of confusion crossed Blade’s face. “Why? What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I have some things I need to look into,” Mutieto said. “After you get proper rest, I intend to teach you an advanced move.”  
 
    “Why not teach me the move now, then let me have the week off?” Blade asked.  
 
    “The move I want to teach you requires you to be fully healed, both mentally and physically. I know you won’t admit it, but that burn you have on your arm still bothers you, let alone what happened on Sarus.” 
 
    Blade couldn’t argue about that. He flexed his arm, feeling a pain shoot through the area of his burn. Even though he’d focused on healing it on the ship, it would take a few more days to heal completely. A Master healer could get it done within the day.  
 
    Mentally, Blade still couldn’t help feeling flashes of guilt. His head dropped. “You’re right, I hate to admit it, but…,” there was hesitation in his voice, “I do have some healing to do.” His voice dropped at the end.  
 
    “There is nothing to be ashamed of. Believe it or not, I need some time to heal as well. I took some hits. Not as bad as you, but still. I need to allow myself the time to fully recover. Just enjoy this time while you can. I imagine this will be the last break you’ll get for a long time. I’ll talk to you soon.”  
 
    Mutieto walked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, sorry. I can’t speak about it,” Blade responded for the hundredth time. The moment he had walked out of the medical center, he had started getting swamped by people curious about the meeting.  
 
    If only Thal hadn’t escorted us himself.  Then they wouldn’t care what happened. 
 
    At first Blade had planned to just walk around, but with all the people bugging him, his quarters sounded a lot more peaceful. After saying he couldn’t speak about it, he walked around the corner.  
 
    The moment he was out of sight, he bolted for the stairs. If I get asked one more time, I am going to go mad. Never before had he seen people so interested in a stupid Council meeting. As he rounded another corner, a hand grabbed him by the shoulder and turned him around.  
 
    “Look, would you—” Blade stopped mid-sentence, as he realized who it was. “Uh, hi Layla, how are you doing?” he stammered out after a moment.  
 
    The last person he expected to see was Layla. She must have been waiting for him. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe.” She threw her arms around him. “I feared the worst when there was no contact from you guys.” Her embrace lightened as she let him out of her hug. “I was thinking of going after you guys myself.”  
 
    Blade couldn’t help but chuckle. “That sounds like you.” His face straightened, as an image of the men he had left behind flashed across his eyes. He quickly shook his head lightly to clear the thought. “I’m glad you didn’t have to.” Why is it whenever I feel happy that has to appear? 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Layla asked, concern in her voice. She did not miss that flash of sadness in his emotions. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t talk about it.” He avoided her gaze as he answered. There was nothing he hated more than trying to hide anything from her. 
 
    “I don’t need to know the mission details.”  
 
    Layla wasn’t sure the best way to get Blade to talk. Even if he was allowed to talk about his mission, he would only tell her what happened and nothing about what was going through his mind. He was stubborn, but she could always pry it out of him.  
 
    “Let’s go somewhere private? We can talk more there. And it doesn’t have to be about, well, whatever happened.” Layla said. She decided it wasn’t worth trying to get it out of him right now. There was no doubt in her mind that he wouldn’t tell her right now. Whatever happened on his mission was something he needed to process more on his own, at least for now. 
 
    Without waiting for a response Layla grabbed his arm, pulling him along as she started walking. They didn’t go very far. Layla took a left turn, then opened a chamber door. Looking around, Blade immediately noticed that this was a meditation room. It was mainly used by older individuals. Younger people were never a fan of meditation. 
 
    “Why are we here?” Blade asked. He had never been very good at meditating. Every time he was told to meditate, he wanted to bang his head against the wall. Sitting in one position, clearing your mind, and doing nothing, was so boring. 
 
    Layla walked forward, turned around, then put both her hands on Blade’s shoulders. “You need to trust me.” Her eyes did not leave his.  
 
    He really wanted to look down, but something kept him from doing so.  
 
    Slowly she pushed him down, maintaining her head level with his. They were both now sitting, her arms at her sides. “Now close your eyes,” Layla commanded.  
 
    Without hesitation, he closed them. Blade was confused, but did as he was told. She had something on her mind. He just couldn’t figure it out yet.  
 
    “Take a deep breath for me.”  
 
    He did as he was told, her voice started sounding far away. Odd. I can sense her right in front of me. For some strange reason, he was feeling very calm. How is she doing this?  
 
    Blade had known Layla most of his life. She had always been calmer than him, but this was something that he’d never seen from her before.  
 
    “Keep taking deep breathes for the next five minutes.” Her voice sounded even farther away this time. 
 
    Layla had stopped talking. Her arms were outstretched. She was focusing her power into calming all of Blade’s emotions. His feelings of guilt were deep. Only now did she realize just how hurt Blade was. His mission had left a deeper mark than he would ever admit. This was something her Mentor had taught her, calming other people’s emotions. If she was doing it right, Blade should be feeling relaxed. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Layla asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “Relaxed. How are you doing this?” Blade asked calmly. 
 
    Layla couldn’t help but smile. It was working exactly how it was supposed to. “It’s something my Mentor taught me, before I became a Sentinel. I never thought I would use it, to be honest.” She didn’t want to elaborate too much more, as it took most of her concentration to keep this up. After an hour, they both walked out of the room.  
 
    Whatever she did, I still am feeling the effects. I have never felt so calm in my life. They had barely said anything.  
 
    “You should get some sleep,” Layla said. The session had gone a lot better than she had hoped. Blade’s feelings were relaxed. He should sleep well. “Tomorrow we can do something fun. You need it.” She poked him teasingly. 
 
    “I would like that. I could definitely use a night’s rest in my own bed.” Before walking off, he bowed his head. “Thank you, I really needed this.”  
 
    Blade gave Layla a quick embrace, then headed off to his quarters.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why did you leave us?”  
 
    “You condemned us to a fate worse than death.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have left. Our world is now gone. I hope you’re proud of yourself.” 
 
    The voices kept hammering him. Voices of the civilians he had talked to. Voices of the soldiers he had fought with. Their eyes all held bitterness at his decision to leave them. 
 
    “We all agreed! None of us wanted to leave! Why do you now condemn me for an action you wanted us to take!?” Blade shouted, turning around and seeing their faces.  
 
    Drake appeared from the shadows. Pointing a gun at him. “You have no idea what fate you left us to. There is nothing we can do as we await our deaths. If you had stayed, we would have been able to fight longer, find a weakness, beat them back. Now we’re all doomed because you were too weak to stay, too cowardly to help us fight and destroy them.” 
 
    All Blade could do was shake his head. Tears streamed down his face. “No, NO! We had to warn the Alliance. It was our whole reason to leave! It’s our best chance. You know it!  
 
    All the faces stared at him. Drake’s mouth opened and closed as he was blown in half. 
 
    Blade stared in shock, as Drake’s upper body flew one direction while his lower went another. The other civilians and soldiers started falling as they too were shot. Prazore were pouring in, killing everyone in sight. 
 
    One of the Prazore stopped in front of Blade. “I thank you for this easy victory. Without your cowardice, this could have ended very differently.” The alien warrior laughed, the laughter getting louder and louder as each moment passed. 
 
    Blade pulled out his sword. He was about to swing when a staff flew through the air, flying right into his chest. 
 
    Blade’s eyes snapped open. His breathing was coming heavy, while his whole body was drenched in sweat. “That that was just a dream.” Blade muttered to himself as he took a deep breath. He flopped his head back down on his pillow. 
 
    It had felt so real. The accusations. The look of anger in their eyes. He wiped his forehead, not surprised to see his hand drenched in sweat. What time is it? He looked around for the clock, finding it on the floor. 8:03. there’s no way I’m going back to sleep after that. Blade thought to himself. He propped himself up, shook his head, and got out of bed. Normally he would sleep in until noon, but the dream took that away. 
 
    The stone floor felt cold on his feet. He shivered, as cold air brushed against his sweat. Slowly, he walked into the bathroom and looked at the mirror. He was pale. A shiver took him again as he saw the reflection. His hand turned on the faucet. He let it pour water into his hands. He splashed water across his face.  
 
    It was time to get ready, so he went into the shower, letting the hot water pour over his body. If there is any way I can repay their sacrifice, I will do it without a second thought. I hope they are alive, and we can rescue them. After the shower, he put on his clothes. Blade turned his head to check the time and was shocked to see it was 9:07. Must have dozed off in the shower. He grabbed his sword from his desk and put it on his belt. He opened his door and jumped back as someone was already there. 
 
    “W-What are you doing here, Layla?” Blade asked. 
 
    Layla responded with a laugh. “You should see the look on your face!” she barely got out as she kept laughing. After a moment, she calmed herself. “I knew you’d be getting up early today.” A wide grin spread across her face. 
 
    “How did you know I was going to get up early?” With how he had felt last night, Blade thought he was going to sleep until noon easily, especially with how little sleep he’d gotten on Sarus. 
 
    A look of guilt came across Layla’s face. “Well… I sort of…” She fidgeted, before letting it out. “I knew that the effects wouldn’t last all night. I know you are trying to hide it…but I didn’t miss the flashes of guilt and sadness. Whatever happened to you has affected you in a way I have never seen before.” 
 
    At first, Blade didn’t respond. Surprisingly, he didn’t feel the slightest bit of anger. Layla was his closest friend, if there was anyone he’d want to know how he felt, it would be her. He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not mad, I am not all that surprised. I know you want to help, but I can’t talk about it right now.” 
 
    A look of relief came across Layla’s face. “That’s fine. I’m just glad you aren’t mad at me.” She let out a deep breath. “Anyway, where are you going?” 
 
    “Oh, I was going to do some exercise.”  
 
    “You just got back. Let’s relax and do something fun!”  
 
    If only I could tell her. He almost did right there, the only problem was he didn’t want anyone to overhear. “You know what? I changed my mind. Follow me. I am going to tell you what happened.”  
 
    Without waiting for a response, he grabbed her arm and walked off. His plan was to go to the forest, away from everyone, and tell her everything. The Council members wouldn’t be pleased, but this was not something he could hide from her. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Layla asked as they walked.  
 
    “To the forest.”  
 
    The forest was a deep forest on Orlion. The deeper a person went, the more dangerous it became. There were all sorts of dangerous creatures, and the planet was surrounded by it. It went for hundreds of miles. It was one of the reasons this planet was picked for the Academy. If an emergency ever came that required evacuation, the forest was an easy place to hide. 
 
    Neither of them spoke another word until they were out in the field. There were only a couple of people out when they arrived, and they were doing some sort of exercise.  
 
    “So, are you going to start telling me, or wait until we get in the forest?” Layla asked. 
 
    “I want to go pretty deep in. I can’t chance anyone overhearing us.”  
 
    Blade and Layla kept walking without looking back. The area around them darkened the deeper they got. After fifteen minutes of walking, Blade stopped. Layla stopped next to him. Neither said a word. Blade closed his eyes, reaching out with his senses to make sure nobody was around. 
 
    “Good. Nobody is around.” He took a seat on a rock and motioned Layla to join him by waving his arm. 
 
    Blade took a deep breath before going into the story. During the conversation, Layla didn’t interrupt except to clarify certain parts. Once she was positive that Blade was done, she decided to ask some questions. 
 
    “It all makes sense, then. The urgency in Thal’s emergency meeting, personally escorting you guys to the chambers.” Layla got up, pacing back and forth. That meant she was thinking really hard on what was going to happen. “Why is the Council being so secretive about it, then? We should all be preparing!”  
 
    Blade shook his head. “No, the council wants to avoid a panic. They want to get a solid plan before letting everyone know.” Layla stopped her pacing to look at him. “I guess I could understand that, to a point.” She pursed her lips in thought. “I still think they should tell us. This isn’t something that people will want sprung on them out of nowhere.” 
 
    “I don’t think we need to prepare at this second. The Council can be stupid, but they aren’t stupid enough to just say, ‘Guys, tomorrow we go to war. Have fun!’” Blade mimicked. 
 
    Layla shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem right to me. I feel at least all the Sentinels should be made aware.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Blade responded, unsure of what the right choice would be. It made him glad it wasn’t his decision. 
 
    “You said the Prazore can defend magic, right? That has to mean they have been studying us, preparing an invasion for who knows how long.” 
 
    Blade nodded his head in agreement. “There’s no doubt in my mind. I imagine they’ve been spying on us for a while. They predicted a lot of our moves, and knew how to fight against us.” 
 
    Layla kicked a rock. Blade was a little surprised. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    She glared at him, as if stating the obvious.  
 
    “I mean I know it’s a bad situation, but why the sudden anger?” he asked. 
 
    “I was thinking, and realized my friend Kahar is most likely dead.” 
 
    “Was she in the outer edge?” Blade almost didn’t want to know the answer. If Layla said yes, then Kahar was either dead or captured. 
 
    “Yes.” Layla kicked another rock. “Is everyone who’s close to me destined to die?” 
 
    Blade now understood her anger. Back when Layla was a kid, she had had a best friend named Adela. Both had been assigned on a mission with their Mentors. While their Mentors slept, Layla and Adela snuck out to explore the city. Both of them were in their mid-teens.  
 
    They saw two suspicious figures go into a dark alley. Layla and Adela had followed them, then saw two groups of people with hostages. This group stole little kids to sell on the black market. They both tried to stop it. Layla and Adela rescued the hostages, bolted out with them as fast as they could. Layla had grabbed two, then jumped as high as she could, barely making it on top of a roof nearby. The men heard something and came by to investigate. By the time Adela grabbed the last one to follow, one of the men shot her, the bullet going straight through her chest. Her death had been instant, resulting in a rage Layla never knew she had. In a rage, Layla killed them, even though they begged for mercy.  
 
    Shortly after that, both her parents had died in their ship. The planet they had just traveled to was being attacked by pirates. Her parents had tried to flee, to get help, but the pirates blasted them as their ship went into Warp Space. Her parents were found a month later, both dead in their ship. The ship had been damaged, the oxygen and engines had been critically damaged, so they ended up suffocating, surviving three days at the most, before running out of oxygen. 
 
    “You know that isn’t true.” Blade walked over, putting his arm around her. “It’s the unfortunate side effect of our job. It has nothing to do with you. For all you know Kahar is fine. Don’t think the worst yet.” Blade didn’t completely believe his own words, but he knew that the Prazore were taking prisoners.  
 
    Layla brushed his arm off. “Its fine. She might be, but I can’t worry about that now.” Her eyes held a determined look, “What’s done is done. I can’t think about it right now as it’ll just upset me, over something I have no control over. Is it wrong that I want to be able to hang out without anything wrong happening? It’s been so long since we’ve had time to do something for longer than a day.” 
 
    Blade understood the feeling. They hadn’t been able to just hang out and let loose in a long time. “You know what? Let’s have some fun now, then!” He realized at that moment that there would be more than enough training and fighting in the months to come. It was time to take Mutieto’s advice and have fun this week. “I have the week off, well six days now. Until the Council decides what to do, I say you take it off with me.” 
 
    A mischievous smile crept across Layla’s face. “Let’s do it. Anything to get this depressing conversation away. We can worry about the conflict later.” With that she grabbed Blade’s hand and started to run deeper into the forest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wondered how long he could last. Mutieto thought, watching Blade and Layla go into the forest. He knew that Blade wouldn’t hide this from her, something he didn’t blame him for. If their positions were reversed, he’d do the same thing. Layla was one of the few people that Blade would confide in. 
 
    A knock came at his door. “Come in,” Mutieto said, not turning around. He was wondering when Anorn was going to fill him in on what the Council had decided. 
 
    The door opened and shut. “Sorry for the delay. The Council made me so furious, the moment the meeting ended I forgot to talk to you,” Anorn said, skipping the formality.  
 
    Mutieto let out a chuckle, taking a drink before turning around. “That sounds like the Council, all right. I hope the decision they made was a good one?”  
 
    “Thal actually took command, making the decision for us. He’s going to talk to Valin, and the both of them are going to decide together, which I think is the best option,” he said, grabbing a glass, pouring water into it. 
 
    “That’s good. Rushing into action is not the smart thing to do.” Mutieto kicked out a chair, motioning for Anorn to sit down. “Especially against an unknown enemy who’s been preparing for this.”  
 
    “That’s what makes this so difficult. How long have they been preparing? What else are they hiding? We are going into this completely blind. I just hope we can avoid losing too many planets.” He took a drink of water. “How’s Blade doing?” 
 
    Mutieto put his hands in the air. “I don’t really know. He took leaving really hard. I think Layla is going to be able to help him get through it, though.” 
 
    Anorn cracked a smile at that. “So, he told her then?” 
 
    “I think he’s telling her now. Blade took her into the forest. If he doesn’t tell her, then I’m not sure what he’s doing there.” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” Anorn hesitated before continuing. “You know I have a bad feeling about this war. I can’t put it into words. I just have a feeling in the pit of my stomach that this is going to get far worse before it gets better.” 
 
    Mutieto eyed Anorn closely. It wasn’t normal for Anorn to admit such things. Once he had picked Blade as his student, they had both became close friends. But Anorn was normally closed emotionally. It showed how worried he was when he spoke about it like this. “I don’t blame you. We have an enemy that can take rifle shots without flinching, can counter our magic attacks, and seems to know everything about us. This is going to get a lot worse before it gets better.” 
 
    “Yeah that’s true.” Anorn let out a sigh. “I just hope Blade will be all right. He’s so young, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him from participating in this war.”  
 
    That was something Mutieto was worried about, as well. Sure, Blade was very gifted, but there was so much he had to learn emotionally and physically. This war would push him to the edge in both ways. “I’m worried as well. The amount of talent he shows is amazing, but there is so much he still has to learn. I hope he can prove my worries wrong, like he’s done so many times already.” 
 
    A beeping sound came from Anorn’s pocket. “That doesn’t make sense. Why are we doing another emergency Council session?” Anorn asked as he pulled out his comlink. “They couldn’t possibly have decided a course of action already.”  
 
    “I hope they have a good plan, if that’s what it’s about.” 
 
    Anorn just looked at the comlink, re-reading the message saying to go to the Council chamber for an emergency session. “Yeah…I hope it is something more than that. I’ll let you know.” He put the comlink away, got up, and walked out the door. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Why did they let us go? Kane asked himself for the millionth time. It was something he couldn’t stop thinking about. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that the Prazore let them go. 
 
    “We need to make a stop somewhere,” Terminus said. Those were his first words after getting clear from Verroc.  
 
    Lloyd looked at him with curiosity. “What for?” 
 
    “I rescued some people from the Prazore, before I had my vision.” 
 
    A look of understanding crossed Lloyd’s face. “I see. We’re going to pick them up and bring them with us to the Council, correct?” 
 
    Terminus nodded his head. “Yes. I’m changing the route to the planet Durdonna.” 
 
    “How close to the outer edge is it?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Not too far. I imagine the Prazore will hit it soon, but I had to leave them somewhere safe, and not too far, so I could get you guys.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Terminus watched as they arrived at Durdonna. It looked the same as before. He let out a small breath of relief. He had been worried that Durdonna might have been attacked. It wasn’t as far from the outer edge as he would have liked. If he had known how far the Prazore had already gone, he would have picked a planet farther away. 
 
    “I think we should get another ship while we’re here,” Terminus said as they started landing. It was hard to see due to all the dust. Luckily the instruments would be able to guide them down. “I don’t like that they let us go. I don’t want to chance that the ship was tampered with in some way.” 
 
    Jorak nodded his head in agreement. “I think that’s a good idea. We can sell this one and use the credits to get another ship.” 
 
    Terminus just nodded his head. “Glad you agree.” 
 
    “This planet seems half desert, half rainforest,” Kane commented, pulling up the planet in the database. 
 
    “You’re not wrong. Half of the planet is dry, hot and miserable every day. The other half is wet, humid, and also miserable,” Jorak said, getting up. Kurvara had been working on healing his arm as they traveled. “I was here once, a long time ago. I hated being here, so I intend on getting on the new ship as soon as I can,” Jorak continued. 
 
    The ship thudded as it landed. Terminus took his hands off the controls and got up. “That works for me. You all go get a ship. I will go grab the survivors.” He walked off and opened the ramp. They were all met with a blast of hot, dusty air. 
 
    Kane covered his face, trying to stop the dust from hitting his eyes. “Well, we’ve been here for two seconds and I am ready to leave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sand scrunched as Terminus walked. He made sure to keep the flying dust from hitting his face. Picked a bad time for a sand storm. He was a little annoyed. It was going to take him longer to get to Amanda and the others due to this. He hoped they would be at the same location where he had left them. 
 
    There were very few people outside, so at least he didn’t have to avoid walking into anybody. Terminus was getting close to the location. He had rented them a hotel room and told the staff to keep charging for each night without questions. The problem was that it took him a lot longer than he thought it would be for him to rescue the other Sentinels. He had told them why he was going, so if they thought he was dead they might have left. 
 
    The doors slid open. He walked inside. “Welcome to Drisetta. How can I help you today, Sir?” one of them asked, as he stepped toward the front desk. 
 
    “I brought some individuals here a while ago,” he said. “There should be four of them.” 
 
    The front desk tapped on his computer. “Do you have a name or card?” 
 
    “Terminus.” 
 
    He tapped on the computer for a minute. “Ah yes. The room would be located on floor nine. Room 903.” 
 
    “Thanks. Can you close the account for me?” 
 
    “Of course, Sir. Let me know if I can be of any more assistance.” 
 
    Terminus just nodded his head and walked toward the elevator. The hotel was beat down. While it was the nicest one in this location, it still had dents and looked worn out. The walls were faded, and he noticed some of the doors had scratches on them.  
 
    The elevator dinged as he arrived. Terminus walked about thirty feet before coming to the door. He knocked and waited a moment. It only took twenty seconds before someone opened the door. 
 
    “Terminus? You’re alive!” The woman Amanda said, and ushered him inside. “We were all worried you might have been captured or killed.” 
 
    “Sorry for the wait. It’s been, ah, difficult,” he responded. “Is everyone ready to leave right now?” 
 
    “I believe so,” she said. 
 
    Randel got up from the bed. “About time you showed up. We’ve been ready to leave since you left. This planet’s a shithole.” 
 
    Terminus couldn’t help chuckling. “I believe it. Let’s go then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Terminus and the rest arrived back at the station.  
 
    Lloyd was sitting on a bench and got up once he saw them. “About time. We’ve got our new ship over there.” He pointed at an older model ship, the ZV-252. It was twice as slow as their current ship, so a Warp Space trip of ten hours would end up being twenty with this model. 
 
    “I’m guessing there wasn’t anything better?” Terminus asked, suppressing a groan. 
 
    “Afraid not.” He looked at the people next to Terminus. “I’m Lloyd. I am assuming you are the people that Terminus rescued?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Amanda said. “My names Amanda. This is Randel, Jim, and Kallik.” 
 
    Lloyd shook their hands. “Well, let’s get going. We need to get to Orlion, and it’s going to take us longer than originally planned. 
 
    The group walked into the ship. Lloyd made sure they were all together before saying anything. “Before we leave, I contacted Orlion letting them know we are on our way. It seems we were not the only ones who tangled with the Prazore. Mutieto, Blade, Yulara, and Anorn also dealt with them.” 
 
    Blade? What are the odds? Kane thought, a bit surprised at the news. “Did they give us any information on what they saw?” Kane asked after a moment. 
 
    “No. We’ll find that out when we arrive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they arrived closer to Orlion, Lloyd called everyone together again. “It’s time we discuss what to do. We should arrive at Orlion within twenty minutes. We will be going to the Council. I’ve already talked to them and they are preparing for our arrival.” He eyed them each individually before continuing. “Thal is very interested in speaking with the survivors you rescued, Terminus.” 
 
    Amanda shrugged her shoulders. “Not sure why. I doubt we have anything different than what you guys dealt with.” 
 
    Jorak got up from his spot. “I imagine they are just interested in what you have to say. You dealt with them in space. You have some information on their ship capabilities. We have almost nothing.” 
 
    “True. I didn’t think about that.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment before Lloyd spoke again. “There is one thing the Council did tell me about Mutieto’s contact with the Prazore. The fleet they saw was at the very edge of Yevonion territory.” He let those words sink in for a moment. 
 
    “You think they are going to attack the Yevonions, along with the Alliance?” Terminus asked, shaking his head. “I don’t believe it. The Prazore may have the advantage, but there is no advantage in them attacking the strongest nations at the same time. Especially if they have done any research. They could attack us and the Yevonions won’t help. You know how they are.” 
 
    That was very true. The Alliance and the Yevonions have been near war for so long, if one was at war, neither would help each other. The Yevonions believe they are the superior species. They only care about their own affairs. The only way the Yevonions would help the Alliance was if the Prazore attacked them first, but even then it wasn’t guaranteed.  
 
    “Terminus is right. I think there may be something more to the Prazore’s plan than attacking both nations,” Kurvara added after a moment of silence.  
 
    Lloyd nodded his head in agreement. “I agree. That is something we need to make sure the Council knows. If the Council thinks the Prazore may attack both, that could put our fleets in a bad position.” Lloyd had said this as a test. In truth, he didn’t believe the Prazore would attack the Yevonions.  They were too prepared. There would be no reason to make the war more difficult, if they could fight one at a time. 
 
    “So why is a Prazore fleet located at the borders of the Yevonion’s? If the Prazore push too far, the Yevonion’s will fight back and possibly even work with the Alliance against them. Why risk it?” Jorak asked aloud. 
 
    “My best guess is to throw all of us off guard. The Prazore have a plan. We just need to figure out what it is,” Lloyd responded. “We can think of why we would do it, but that wouldn’t get us any closer to why they would do it. The lack of information about them is going to make the correct decision almost impossible.” 
 
    “So, what do you think our course of action should be? If you could make the decision?” Jorak asked. 
 
    Lloyd smiled at the comment. “If it were up to me, I would organize an attack to test their weaponry, technology, and strategy, then retreat.” A sigh escaped him. “Unfortunately, what is most likely to happen is that we remain defensive. We will be committing our forces to defending a planet, against a species we know nothing about. It’s going to be a disaster.” 
 
    That was something Kane was hoping not to hear. But Lloyd was right. Valin wouldn’t want to do anything he deemed too risky. Test assaults were out of the question. It had been the characteristic that got him into office in the first place: he was a very cautious man.  
 
    Kane was so deep in thought that Jorak’s question snapped him right out of it. “Kane, what do you think?”  
 
    He wasn’t expecting to be asked a question. “Um, I’m sorry. What do I think about what?”  
 
    A knowing smile crossed Jorak’s lips. “What do you think the Prazore will do? You are the only one who hasn’t really talked so far.”  
 
    “I don’t really have any ideas. Maybe they use half their fleet as a distraction, while the other half attacks one of our core planets? I honestly can’t think of anything other than that.”  
 
    Lloyd exchanged glances with Jorak for a brief moment. That was something he had missed. It should have been obvious. “That wouldn’t surprise me,” Lloyd said. “Which brings us to the next question. What planet would they hit? Which core planet would they attack with the intention of winning?” 
 
    “I think that answer is fairly obvious,” Kurvara commented. 
 
    Lloyd raised his eyebrows. “Oh? What makes it obvious?”  
 
    Kurvara spoke slowly at first. “Well…there are two planets. I imagine one of them is part of their plan. I would be surprised if they didn’t go for either Hucara, or Cress.” She started to speak more confidently, as Lloyd’s eyes showed understanding. “As you know Hucara is a huge resource for metals, and Cress is a major shipyard. If they want to slow us down, they will attack one or both of those.” 
 
    How did I not think of that? Kane had been thinking about other planets and missed the obvious two. If the Alliance lost either of those, their production would take a huge blow.  
 
    “You’re a smart girl. I ruled that out, but the more I think about it, it seems likely,” Lloyd responded, patting Kurvara on the back. 
 
    Kurvara blushed in response. “Thanks, but I think if you had pulled up a map you’d have seen it too.” Her eyes went to the floor at the praise. Lloyd was not one to give praise lightly. 
 
    The dashboard on the ship went off, signaling a communication incoming. Lloyd pushed the button.  
 
    A voice intoned over the comlink. “Unidentified ship, please state your name and intentions. You have sixty seconds to respond before we open fire.”  
 
    For a minute, Kane was confused. Why would they say that? Then he remembered they had ditched their old ship for a new one. 
 
    “Control, this is Lloyd. I am returning from my mission. The Council should be expecting me.”  
 
    There was a brief pause. “You are cleared to land. The Council is awaiting your arrival. If you could please head straight there.”  
 
    “Now the fun begins.” Kane muttered as Lloyd guided the ship to the platform. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you think they are going to attack Hucara or Cress?” Thal asked, after they had finished their story.  
 
    “Yes. I don’t see any other targets that make sense. If we are wrong, then instead of losing a higher value planet, we lose a lesser one, and we’ll know where their fleet is,” Kurvara responded. It was bold to respond with if they were wrong, especially saying it’s ok to sacrifice another planet. 
 
    Anorn was inwardly wincing. This was the situation he had wanted to avoid when he made his statement to the Council. Anorn had intentionally not given any ideas on what he, Layla or anyone else thought the Prazore would do. It was a shame he couldn’t have talked to Lloyd before the session started. 
 
    “That’s quite the statement. You do realize that we work to keep all planets safe, not just the more important ones, right?” Vulcron asked sternly. The Council was known to protect everyone, the weak along with the strong. 
 
    Kurvara did not back down. “I understand that. But if we try to protect every planet, we will lose a lot more than—” she stopped as Lloyd interrupted.  
 
    “If we want to defend every planet, then we need to launch an attack before they do.” If this couldn’t convince the Council to attack first, then nothing would. 
 
    “Are you insane? Launching an attack would be suicide!” Zack yelled, after a brief period of silence. “If we launch an attack, we’ll not only lose a lot of men, but we’ll leave planets vulnerable as the Prazore would surely counterattack immediately!” 
 
    Lloyd sighed inwardly. One of the most annoying members of the Council was Zack. If there was ever anything regarding violence, Zack was against it, and would try to say diplomacy was a better option.  
 
    “With all due respect,” Lloyd continued, “we would not commit our forces to the attack. We need to see what our enemy is capable of. If we sit back and remain defensive, we are going to lose small and big planets. But if we attack, we can gage their weaponry and strategy. We poke around, then retreat. We repeat this and form a strategy based on what we see.” 
 
    Now that was one of the most reasonable suggestions Anorn had heard all day. “I think Lloyd has the right plan. Our best chance of minimizing losses would be to attack,” he added after Lloyd finished. 
 
    “It’s too risky. They could have anti-Warp Space traps, for all we know. If we attack and get caught by one, then we could lose the war right there,” Baxten replied. “There are a lot of things we don’t know. I have to agree with Zack on this one.” He turned to Thal. “Didn’t you make a decision anyway? Isn’t this whole session pointless now?” 
 
    Thal chuckled, despite the situation. “I have talked to Valin, but we have not committed to a course of action. An emergency session meeting is being called as we speak. I can get in contact with him at any time. New information is something he would want to hear. Lloyd please continue. Baxten has raised a valid point.” 
 
    “There is nothing I can say to that. What difference does that make whether we attack or defend? If they can do it in mid battle without any warning, then I think we need to worry about a lot more than that.” 
 
    The room went silent, which was surprising considering all the commotion that had been caused during Anorn’s session. Anorn looked around, noting those who agreed with Lloyd’s plan, and those who disagreed. There were more disagreeing than agreeing, from what he could see. 
 
    “Now, I see you brought guests. I am assuming they have had a run in with the Prazore?” 
 
    Amanda took that chance to speak. So far Lloyd, Kane, Terminus, Jorak, and Kurvara had spoken. She hadn’t said a word. “Yes, we did. But we had it in space and haven’t seen anything on the ground.” 
 
    A look of interest appeared in Thal’s eye. “That’s good. We’ve heard a lot about their ground attack, but nothing of their space capabilities. What do you know?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “Their ships are smaller than ours, but they seem to be faster, and have a sort of shield that activates when a bullet gets close. Their ships also fire an energy weapon, kind of like the Yevonions.” 
 
    “There’s more than that though,” Randel said. “They had one capital ship there, and it destroyed us. It had a circular area that opened and shot a beam at us, and I don’t think that was its full power either. It completely erased the backside of the ship.” 
 
    “I had forgotten about that,” Amanda said. “Now that you mention it, I remember it opening the moment they arrived. It took a couple of minutes before it fired. Once it did, we were stranded, the engines destroyed beyond repair.” 
 
    Zack took that moment to speak. “Did you see what they were doing to the people in the escape pods that went out? Did they board the ship at all?” 
 
    “We were boarded. I don’t know what happened to the other people in the escape pods. All I know is when the Prazore boarded, they were taking prisoners. From what I saw, no one was killed.” 
 
    “Thank you for this information. Is there anything else you can think of?” Thal asked, after a minute of silence. 
 
    Amanda shook her head. “That’s all the information I can think of at the moment.” 
 
    “I think that’ll do for this session then, unless any of you have other information that hasn’t been brought up yet?” Thal asked. 
 
    “No, we’ve given you all the information we have,” Lloyd said. “I think it’s time we visit the medical bay. Jorak needs his arm looked at.”  
 
    With that Lloyd bowed respectfully, turned around and walked out with Jorak, Terminus, Kane, and Kurvara following behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re good to go. The wound is mostly healed. You’ve done a good job on it,” the healer Sertine said to Kane. He knew the wound to his leg wasn’t bad. The healing he had done with Kurvara’s help had made the wound almost healed. The only reason he got it checked on was due to Jorak. 
 
    Jorak moved to get off the bed, when Sertine rushed over to push him back down.  
 
    “Sorry, but you are not ready to go,” She threw a smile at him. “We need to do some healing on that arm to make sure it recovers. Don’t worry, it won’t take more than a few hours, and then you can get out of here. Before I finish up I need to go grab something, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” She walked away.  
 
    “So…is there anything you want me to do?” Kane asked, as Sertine stepped out. 
 
    Jorak looked over Kane, letting out a deep breath. “Nothing important. All I want you to do is calm your mind and relax. We can speak again in a couple of days, if that works for you?” 
 
    “I won’t lie. That sounds amazing right now,” Kane responded. Joy coursed through him at the thought of resting. The moment the Council meeting ended, exhaustion he had never felt before crashed through his body.  
 
    “Good. Blade should be here as well, if I am not mistaken. I recommend doing whatever fun you can. You won’t have this chance again for a while.”  
 
    A sly smile crossed his lips. “I will definitely see how he’s doing. I will leave you to it. Heal fast,” Kane said.  
 
    As Kane left, Kurvara walked right next to his side. “Mind if I join you?”  
 
    Kane was kind of hoping for some alone time, but if there was anyone who he didn’t mind talking to right now, it was Kurvara. “Sure. I’m not sure what I’m going to do except relax though.”  
 
    “That’s ok. I don’t know what to do either.”  
 
    With that, they walked down the corridor, not really saying anything to each other. It was pretty late, which made Kane happy. He didn’t feel like talking to anyone else, or being asked about the Council meeting. 
 
    It always amazed him how big the Academy was. It was easy to walk aimlessly and get yourself lost. That was something he had done a lot when he was younger. Of course, there were cameras everywhere. If you did get lost, it wasn’t for long. Kane had been in the Academy for well over ten years, so he knew most of it without having to think. When he was younger he would explore the temple at night, sneaking out of his chambers to look for secret entrances. He got lost a few times, and kept getting disciplined for leaving in the middle of the night.  
 
    “So, any specific spot you are going to?”  
 
    Kane turned to look at her. He had briefly forgotten she was right next to him. “Not really. Just wandering around. I like to do it from time to time.” 
 
    “Do you always do it after a mission?” 
 
    Kane thought about that for a second. “Not all the time. I just don’t want to go straight to bed yet.”  
 
    Kurvara’s eyes studied Kane for a moment, as he faced forward. People had told her that Kane was anti-social. He didn’t talk to anybody. Then talk of how strong he had become, and yet he had so few friends. Only now did she realize how different he was. There was a lot more to him than she had thought. If anybody ever got close to Kane, they would see it. From their time on the mission together, she noticed how calculating he was in his decisions. The only time that he didn’t calculate his next move was when Jorak was in danger.  
 
    Kurvara had been so deep in thought she didn’t realize that Kane had turned to see her staring at him. Immediately, she moved her head to the side, feeling heat come across her face. Thankfully Kane didn’t say anything about it, and looked forward again. 
 
    They turned the corner and almost walked right into a male and female. 
 
    “Blade? Layla?” Kane said in surprise. 
 
    Blade smiled. “I figured you’d be around here. It’s great to see you again.” With that, he embraced Kane in a hug. Due to how busy both of them had been, they hadn’t seen each other in almost a year. 
 
    “Likewise, how have you been?”  
 
    Blade shrugged his shoulders. “All right, I guess.” That was when Blade noticed Kurvara. 
 
    Kane realized that he was supposed to introduce them. “Ah, yes. Blade, this is Kurvara. Kurvara, this is Blade.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Blade responded, shaking her hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you too.”  
 
    “Mine name is Layla. Great to meet you,” Layla said, shaking hands. “I don’t normally see Kane with someone when wandering the halls.”  
 
    “I assume your meeting with the Council was about the Prazore as well?” Blade asked. 
 
    Kane couldn’t help but laugh a little. “Always straight to the point. Yes, it was. I assume you ignored the Council in not telling anybody?” he responded, knowing Layla had not been on the mission with Blade. 
 
    “Of course. It wouldn’t be me if I didn’t ignore something the Council asked me to do.” Blade laughed, not even trying to deny it. After a moment, his smile faltered as he went straight back to business. “So, were the Prazore hard for you too?” 
 
    “By hard, I am assuming you mean to fight?” 
 
    “Of course. What else would I mean?”  
 
    Kane ignored the question. “Yes. They were very strong. Good at countering magic, and of course close quarter combat. The same as the ones you fought, I imagine.” 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure.” He glanced at Kurvara. “How did you find the Prazore?” 
 
    “Well…they are very strong, and know all about us. I was almost killed by them. If it wasn’t for Kane rescuing me, I’m not sure where I’d be right now.” 
 
    Well that would explain why she was hanging out with Kane. “Do you mind if I talk to Kane alone for a few minutes?” Blade asked, looking at Kurvara, and then Layla. He hadn’t told her that he wanted to speak to Kane alone. She just knew he was looking for him. 
 
    Kurvara shrugged her shoulders. “Doesn’t bother me.”  
 
    “Had a feeling there was more to finding Kane than to say hi. Just don’t forget about us,” Layla replied, walking away with Kurvara next to her. 
 
    “We won’t. Just a few minutes, I promise!” Blade responded as they walked off. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” Kane asked as soon as they were out of earshot. He was surprised at how serious Blade had become all of a sudden. 
 
    “How did you escape them?” 
 
    “The local militia helped us,” Kane said, looking down at the floor. “I’m pretty sure they’re captives now, possibly dead, due to helping us.” There was a hint of guilt in his voice as he spoke. So far, he hadn’t talked to anybody about his feelings. Jorak had tried, but he needed his own time to comprehend what had happened. “I won’t lie. When I found out that you guys beat us here, it made the feeling of us leaving them behind worse.” 
 
    Blade understood how he felt. It made him feel slightly better that Kane was going through a sense of guilt over escaping. “We had to do the same thing. They are either captured, or dead.” His hands curled into fists. “Dammit. If I knew how guilty I would feel leaving them behind, I would have stayed. It’s got to be better than this!” 
 
    Kane shook his head. “Emotionally, sure, but in the long term? No. You escaping as I did is far better than staying behind to become prisoners. Even though I feel guilty, it will pass in time.”  
 
    It was true. At first he had felt guilty over leaving men behind, but after really thinking about it, he realized it was a necessity. While still feeling a little guilty, it wasn’t as bad as it had been. 
 
    “I know you’re right, and yet I still can’t shake it,” Blade said. 
 
    “It will take time. You just need to focus your thoughts on something else.”  
 
    Blade chuckled. “It’s crazy. Sometimes it feels like you are a Mentor. Always thinking logically, even under stress. I wish I could do that.” 
 
    “It’s not as glorious as it sounds. Besides, you’re the better fighter. No matter how hard I try, you learn techniques a lot faster than I do,” Kane responded. 
 
    “It’s funny. I used to think I had it better off, but now I think you being able to think logically and keep your emotions under control is better than being an above average fighter.”  
 
    Blade shook his head at the thought. They argued about it all the time. He used to always think being a better fighter was better than being strategic, but recently he had come to realize that that wasn’t true. Especially with how Kane was handling this situation a lot better than he was. 
 
    Kane wore a cocky grin. “Oh how our younger selves would laugh at us right now. Think we should get back to Layla and Kurvara anyway, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah. I just had to ask you about it. We can go back now,” Blade responded, following Kane. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of days passed before the Council announced a huge meeting with the whole Academy. This was the moment Blade had been waiting for. During the down time, he had been sparring with Layla, Kane, and Kurvara, going out on swims, talking, and getting plenty of sleep. It was time the Academy knew what was going on. 
 
    They all walked into the chamber together: Blade, Kane, Layla, Kurvara, Jorak, and Mutieto. They had decided to meet up before going inside. 
 
    The chamber was packed with everyone from the Council, Sentinels and students. Blade noticed the younger trainees were not present. They would probably be told later. While most members of the Academy were there, those on missions could not attend. 
 
    All the Council members were in the front, waiting for everyone to gather. Thal was directly in the middle, preparing to give the speech. To his right was Anorn. To the left was Lloyd. He was curious if his father was going to talk at all. Normally he didn’t say anything during these big gatherings.  
 
    “All right. Everyone settle down.”  
 
    The chamber boomed as Thal’s voice erupted into the crowd. The noise died down after thirty seconds. Everyone was curious as to why this meeting had been called, especially in consideration of recent events. 
 
    It seems everyone is very anxious to find out what this is about, Blade thought. Everyone knew this wasn’t the average meeting. The fact that the Council had done two emergency sessions, and now had them all gathering was a big sign.  
 
    “I appreciate all of you for coming to this in a timely manner. I know many of you have questions about the past few days.” Thal stopped for a moment, looking over everyone in the chamber, knowing that their expressions would be changing from curiosity to fear, anger and the occasional excitement from the younger ones. “As you all suspect, this gathering is regarding a situation. What most of you don’t know is what or how big this is. I will get straight to the point. The recent communication blackouts that have been reported across the outer edge planets have been figured out. The communications went out because of an invasion. By a species that call themselves the Prazore.”  
 
    He paused as a loud gasp filled the chamber. He could sense the shock in everyone. After a moment, the room went dead silent. Everyone wanted to hear what was to be said next.  
 
    “This species has been preparing this invasion for some time. Their warriors know how to defend against our magic attacks, and have intentionally taken over the outer edge planets to prepare a massive invasion.” Thal paused, taking a deep breath, before continuing. “This has resulted in the death of Drass, along with numerous Sentinels missing on various outer edge planets. We do not know their situations. They may be prisoners, or dead.” 
 
    Blade was monitoring everyone’s emotions. There was surprise, fear, worry. But some of them were excited. At first it puzzled him. Then he remembered that he had been the same way. He probably would still be if he hadn’t fought the Prazore first hand. 
 
    “I will tell you now that on the planets Verroc and Sarus, two huge fleets were seen. The Prazore are planning to attack any time now. We will be helping out the Alliance in preparing defenses. The current plan is to send half the fleet to the planet Hucara, while the other half of the fleet will be between Hucara and Cress. From information we have gathered, we are positive their attack will be against one of those planets. We will be helping in both the air and on the ground. This will be our first engagement with the Prazore. We must show them we will not allow them to take our planets!” 
 
    There was a cheer that erupted from the chamber. Kane did not join them. What Thal described was easier said than done.  
 
    Thal stopped speaking as he waited for the noise to settle down again. “I know this is a surprise to most of you. I wanted to make sure I had as much information as possible before letting this out. What we do is not an easy decision. Every decision we make will have a consequence for everyone involved. I know not all of us will survive this war, and I want you to know that your sacrifices will not be forgotten. With that, Lloyd wants to address all of you before we start handing out assignments.”  
 
    Thal stepped down from the podium, motioning to Lloyd.  
 
    Lloyd stepped forward. For a moment, he didn’t speak. He just looked at the audience. “Now you are all aware of a war that we cannot stop from happening, but there is more that you need to know from someone with firsthand experience with the Prazore.” Lloyd started to speak, his hands clasped behind his back, looking over the audience. “As Thal said, the Prazore know how to counter our magic attacks. Do not rely on magic versus these warriors, this does not mean it is useless, but it will not give you an advantage like it does versus most people we fight. Their armor is very strong and can withstand multiple bullets. The Prazore didn’t even flinch as bullets hit their armor. However, our swords can pierce it like anything else. They seem to prefer close quarters combat, using ranged attacks as a last resort. Their staffs can shift from blunt, to extremely sharp, to firing at range. It’s an all-in-one weapon.”  
 
    He stopped speaking, expecting some sort of commotion, but nothing came. Everyone remained silent, studying every word that he spoke. “They do have vulnerabilities, which all of you will know before we go to defend our planets. Everyone will be receiving a device with everything we know about the Prazore, their weapons, armor, fighting styles. You name it. Unfortunately, there is so much we don’t know about them, so take all the information you get as a beginning. Do not be surprised if they can do more than what we have on file. I wanted to get that out there before the questions come. So, if you have questions, now is the time to ask. We will answer the best we can.”  
 
    The moment Lloyd stopped speaking, noise erupted from the chambers as everyone wanted to ask a question.  
 
    Thal stood up. “Everyone, please calm down! We need to do this one at a time. I am sure all of you have the same questions.” With that the noise died down again. 
 
    Thal looked over the audience, saw someone with his hand in the air. “Kuzan, what is your question?” 
 
    “How are you planning on assigning us? How are you planning on integrating us with the Alliance men? Are we going to take their orders? They take ours? Neither?” 
 
    Good questions. The last time a war like this happened was before I was born. Blade really hoped that it would not come to them taking orders from the military. The military was very strict, following orders to the tee. Most people in the military aren’t very good at magic and don’t understand just how good or bad Academy Sentinels can be. Both could result in them not giving proper orders. 
 
    “Those are good questions. We will be assigning based on our records of how good you are, whether that’s in the air or on the ground. As of right now, we are not bound to the military’s rules, nor can we force anyone to follow our commands. I recommend that you listen and follow orders, as I expect them to. If any of you have problems with the unit you are assigned to, I recommend you work it out before the fighting begins.” 
 
    The questions went on for a while. Blade turned to Mutieto. “When do you plan on teaching me one of those advanced techniques you were talking about?” he whispered. While he didn’t care for the questions, he didn’t want to interrupt those who were listening. 
 
    “Tomorrow. I have a feeling we’re going to be leaving soon. This is a technique I want you to know before we leave,” Mutieto whispered back. “Keep your schedule open. I am going to grab you early.” 
 
    Blade nodded his head. “Trust me I am not going to miss it. I have been wanting to try some of the more advanced techniques.” Excitement was starting to course through him at the thought of what he might learn to do. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” Thal’s voice echoed across the chamber. “We will be handing out assignments within the next twenty-four hours. Please take the extra time to prepare yourself physically and mentally for the challenges to come.”  
 
    With that, the chamber erupted as everyone started talking to one another, shuffling around to leave the chamber. Blade, Mutieto, Layla, Kane, Jorak, and Kurvara however stayed put. There wasn’t a point to rush out due to the mass of people heading towards the exit. 
 
    “So, what do you guys think? Our first major engagement. How do you honestly think we’ll do?” Layla asked. So far she had only heard from Blade how the Prazore were, but she had never actually fought any yet. If anyone was going to have a good idea, it would be the people that had fought them. 
 
    “It really depends,” Kane replied. “We don’t know much about them. They could have technology we haven’t seen yet, which could result in our losing this first battle. If we have seen the best they have, which I doubt, then I think we can win. We can’t go into a battle thinking we’ll lose or we will.”  
 
    He must have been thinking about it before Layla even asked. Blade wasn’t surprised about it at all, though. Now that he thought about it, they were probably going to be asked those questions as well. Kane’s response was perfect in what they should be saying when asked.  
 
    “We’ll win. You mark my words,” Jorak added, after the talking stopped. “The Prazore are strong, no doubt. This won’t be an easy fight. I know we’ll win though. We can’t lose, or the galaxy as we know it changes.” 
 
    Kane nodded his head in agreement. “I know we will win. It’s the number of lives that will be lost that scares me.” 
 
    Finally, the lines had died down and they could leave.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Mutieto said. “Get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow we’ll all need to prepare for our missions.” 
 
    Everyone started walking toward the exit. Blade was curious what his Mentor was going to teach him. As Blade got to the exits, they all went separate ways except Layla, who went with Blade, and Kurvara, who went with Kane. 
 
    Ever since Blade had gotten back, Layla had been with him during their waking moments. A smile appeared on his face as he realized that there was no way Layla wasn’t going to be with him during the invasion. Blade had a feeling that no matter what the Council said, Layla was going to accompany him. While she did a good job hiding it, Blade knew she was concerned for his safety, especially after he’d told her everything about the Prazore. Of course, he was concerned about Layla’s safety as well, which was why he had the same thought. If she was with him, he knew that she would be safe. There was no way he’d let anything happen to her. If there was a choice between his life or Layla’s, there was no doubt in his mind that he’d sacrifice his life to save hers without a second thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Blade entered the training chambers. Unsurprisingly, Mutieto was already there, warming up against some robots.  
 
    “Good morning Mutieto,” Blade said, walking over to the table with the training swords. He grabbed one, knowing he would need one for whatever technique Mutieto was going to teach. 
 
    “End session,” Mutieto said. The robots put down their training swords, walked over to their charging centers, and shut down.  
 
    He turned to Blade. “Good. You’ll be needing that training sword.” 
 
    “I know.” Blade said. The training sword worked similarly to a normal sword, except instead of killing your opponent it would send a strong electric shock through them. “Every time I don’t think we need it, you tell me to grab one.” 
 
    Mutieto walked closer to Blade, stopping a couple feet away. He unsheathed his sword. “The technique you are going to learn today is a very powerful one. This is not something you play around with. It can not only cause great harm to your enemies, but to yourself or nearby friends if you aren’t careful.”  
 
    Mutieto stuck his right arm out, the sword pointing straight up. In a short moment, the blade started turning red, steam coming out of it. 
 
    Blade gasped as he could feel the heat rising from the sword. It was like standing next to a fire.  
 
    Mutieto raised his left arm to summon over a sheet of metal. “This metal is very strong. As you know, we use this for trainees when they get real swords. It can easily deflect a blow. It is one of the few metals in the universe that can.”  
 
    The sheet of metal floated in front of Mutieto. He slammed his left arm down. The sheet of metal dug into the ground.  
 
    Mutieto continued. “Manipulating an object that can withstand this much heat will cut through this metal like butter.” To demonstrate, he swung with his right arm. The blade slashed straight through the metal in the ground, with no resistance.  
 
    “That’s amazing!” Blade exclaimed. He had heard of such a technique, but he had never seen it in action before. Already, he could see the potential. Manipulating such heat would make slicing through the Prazore armor much easier, at least in theory. 
 
    The blade’s color started returning to normal.  
 
    “There is a lot more you can do than heat. You can manipulate almost any object, assuming it can handle it. I will warn you that some objects cannot take the things we want it to do. Even though our swords are made of the best metal, even they can be pushed too far, which is why you are going to test with the training sword. You will see just how easy it is to go too far, causing the sword to break. Give me your training sword.”  
 
    Without hesitation Blade handed over his sword.  
 
    “Watch what happens if I try the same heating technique.” The training sword started to glow red. Unlike what happened with the sword, it started to melt. Before it could touch his hand, Mutieto dropped the sword. “I didn’t even get close to the heat of my sword. This is something you need to realize, as this technique will be very useful in more than fighting.” 
 
    Mutieto raised his right arm again. “The last thing I want you to know is you could manipulate many objects into things I may not have thought of. Heat is but one simple technique. You could manipulate an object to freeze and other elements.” As he spoke, blue started zapping at the blade of his sword. As quickly as it came, it disappeared. “Although dangerous, even lightning can be used around a weapon.”  
 
    Blade was in awe. He didn’t even notice that Mutieto had stopped speaking. He couldn’t help but think of all the times in the past that knowing this could have made things a lot easier. There was a time he was captured. If he knew this technique he could have melted the metal between his cuffs and escaped easily. 
 
    Mutieto put his sword back in its sheathe. “This isn’t as easy as it looks. The longer you use it in a session, the longer you can keep it going.” A smile spread across his face. “You’ll also notice how exhausting this is, until you get used to it, anyway. This is a technique not many can use, and even fewer can use it for long periods of time. You are one of the few that I know can handle this, while not being completely exhausted afterwards. The difficulties you have had in your training have come to this point to where I know you are ready.”  
 
    “How did the heat not affect you? I could feel the heat from over here, and yet your hand was inches away.” 
 
    “That is a good question. You need to manipulate the energy so that the heat doesn’t affect you. That’s the easy part.” Mutieto grabbed the handle of the melted training sword. “Don’t expect to be able to do it today, but you must try until you can. It will be hard work, but trust me. This is worth it,” He said, walking over and placed the training sword on the table. 
 
    Blade turned around, catching the sword that Mutieto threw toward him.  
 
    “It’s time to try,” Mutieto said.  
 
    While Mutieto watched, Blade closed his eyes and tried to focus on manipulating the energy into heat. He could sense the energy and where it was. That was one of the first things he was taught as a trainee. While everyone called it magic, it was more manipulating energy to do what you wanted. Creating fire was just manipulating energy, creating fire with it.  
 
    “Don’t let yourself get angry. Think of the energy as heat. Let it flow as if you are shooting flames, but around the blade.” Mutieto’s voice sounded distant, even though he was standing very near. 
 
    Blade took a deep breath. Focus. I can do this. It’s no different than shooting fire or lightning. It’s just another form of heat. The thought calmed his mind.  
 
    For the next hour, Blade tried as hard as he could to raise the heat of the training sword. For a moment, he thought he had it, but nothing happened. He was starting to get frustrated. How could he shoot fire so easily, and yet couldn’t raise the heat of his sword?  
 
    “Screw it. I am taking a break,” Blade said angrily, chucking the training sword across the room. A loud clang filled the air as the sword slammed into the ground. “Why is this so hard!?” 
 
    Mutieto didn’t respond immediately as he let Blade vent. He remembered how frustrating this was. It was necessary, but when Blade mastered it, he would appreciate the ability that much more. For most people, doing basic things such as fire took a long time. Blade was so accustomed to learning at a fast pace that being challenged was new to him. 
 
    “Remember to keep your mind calm. Taking a break is good, and then you can try again.” A small chuckle escaped him. “You know, this is how ordinary people feel when trying to learn what you think is basic, such as letting flames erupt from your hands. And yet, you learned it so easily. You have to realize it’s not normal. Most people that dedicate their lives could take them thirty or so years before they can even attempt this technique.” 
 
    Blade looked at him. “How long did it take you to do it for the first time?”  
 
    “It took me a little over a week. I also tried when I was twenty-seven,” Mutieto said, remembering his Mentor teaching him, and just how frustrated he had gotten. He could never forget the feeling when he did it for the first time, let alone when he fully mastered the ability. It was something that Blade needed. He knew Blade could learn it faster than he did, and yet he couldn’t help but worry that he may be rushing Blade on this technique. 
 
    Blade bent down, picking up the sword. “I will learn it faster.” He stared intently at the blade, willing it to do what he wanted. 
 
    “You may not have a choice. Luckily the Prazore haven’t moved out yet, so that gives us some time.”  
 
    Instead of responding, Blade closed his eyes again, focusing with all his might on the training sword. The training sword started to tremble as Blade was getting frustrated again. I can’t even raise it a single degree! The sword abruptly stopped shaking. A deep breath escaped Blade’s mouth. Anger is not going to get me through this. I need to focus, ignore the anger, and it will do what I want it to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Again.” Layla said to the two fighters she was sparring with. As Blade was learning a new technique from Mutieto, she had booked the day for sparring. If the Prazore were as strong as Blade  said, she needed to be ready. 
 
    The two fighters, Macana and Tren, took their stance. She was fighting them in a two versus one melee. When the fighting started with the Prazore, it wouldn’t be one on one.  
 
    Macana and Tren charged, swinging their swords on both sides. Layla stepped back, dodging the blade by an inch, while intercepting the other attack with her sword. Then she pushed forward. Tren wasn’t expecting the sudden rush and fell back. Tren rolled, avoiding the slash to her torso. 
 
    Macana took that moment to aim for the back. Layla ducked the blow, with a quick movement she kicked his hand, causing the sword to fly from his grasp. Layla went to finish him with a slash to the head. Macana was able to avoid the shot, but an electric shock embraced his left arm as the sword smacked his elbow. A little scream of pain escaped him, but it did not distract him from the Layla’s follow up. He rolled to the right, outstretched his hand, summoning the training sword on the ground. 
 
    Layla had a smile. “Nice one. I thought I had you for sure.” She turned around to block another attack from behind by Tren. 
 
    Macana did not respond. Instead he swung with his right arm. His left arm was hanging uselessly. The rules of the spar were not to use the body part that was hit, to make the training more realistic. A blow like Layla’s would have taken his arm off at the elbow.  
 
    “I thought I was going to dodge that strike,” Macana responded, landing a kick to Layla’s stomach, causing her to double over. “It happened a lot faster than I thought.”  
 
    “Got you!” Tren exclaimed, as she crashed her sword down on Layla’s back. Layla slammed into the ground, twitching as the electric shocks coursed through her body.  
 
    “Goddammit. I don’t know how I didn’t see that coming,” Layla let out after the twitching stopped. So far, they had done this scenario three times. She had won the first one, barely lost the second, and now lost this one. She started to get up and almost fell back as her body jerked with another spasm. 
 
    “Again,” she said as she struggled up. 
 
    Tren shook her head. “Not right now. Let’s take a little break and then we can do another.”  
 
    Tren was a Sentinel, promoted a little bit before Layla. Tren had been Layla’s rival and had hated each other for a time, until a mission brought them together. They had both realized how alike they were. After that mission, they started sparring and became friends. 
 
    “You’re stubborn, Layla,” Macana said, putting his sword down and taking a drink of water. “You need to realize rest is just as important as practicing. Let’s take fifteen and we’ll go again.”  
 
    Layla’s eyes hardened. “I want to be as prepared as possible for this. You should too. They can defend against our magic attacks.” She stretched her arms out. “We won’t have the advantage in close quarters like we normally do.” 
 
    Macana wiped water from his chin. “That may be true, and sparring is useful, but if you don’t rest, you won’t have the energy to fight. We could be called out any day now.”  
 
    She decided not to push the issue. She took a seat next to Macana. “That may be true. We are supposed to get our missions today, and I know that I am going to be on the ground.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Tren asked. 
 
    “I just do.”  
 
    I know I’ll be on the ground because that is where Blade will be. The Council would be stupid not to put him in his environment, fighting on the ground. His flight skills were good, but there was no doubt in Layla’s mind that he was strongest on the ground. Regardless of what the Council gave her, she would disobey to be by his side. 
 
    Tren started laughing. “Well what do you think they will send me to do then?”  
 
    “I have no idea.” She shrugged her shoulders. “What do you think you’re best at?” 
 
    Tren looked at the sky. “That’s a good question. I think…” She stopped for a moment as she thought about it. “I would say I am best in the air.”  
 
    “Then that’s where you’ll go,” Macana responded. “The Council knows what you’re best at, and will put you there. I know I’ll be on the ground, slaying those bastards left and right.” He made a motion with his sword, as if he were cutting through them. 
 
    Layla shook her head with a smile. “I imagine you will, but please don’t underestimate them. I would hate to hear you died because you got over confident.”  
 
    His response was a laugh. “Don’t worry. I’m not stupid enough to actually think that on the battlefield.” His expression turned serious. “I’ve been in battles. I know how easily it is for a battle to go from good too bad.”  
 
    “Good. Well, it’s been sixteen minutes!” Layla said after looking at the clock. She jumped up, getting into her stance. “Get your swords up. Time to try this again.”  
 
    “Damn. I was hoping you wouldn’t notice,” Tren said grabbing her sword, walking over to her side. 
 
    Macana got up, walked to Tren’s side and got into stance. “Let’s do this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clang, clang. The sound of metal on metal rang across the room as Terminus parried and countered each attack. The training bots moved fast, countering when there was a potential opening, as well as parrying his attacks. This was more tiring than usual because he wasn’t utilizing magic at all. The Prazore could defend magic easily, so he was training himself not to rely on it, or use it as a reflex. 
 
    Terminus’s sword moved swiftly as he intercepted an attack to his head. He was about to counterattack when a voice rang out: “Power down. Training session is over.”  
 
    Terminus had not sensed anyone enter the room, so the voice took him by surprise. He glanced over and saw Lloyd. He was not expecting him. Last time they had spoken was the Council meeting.  
 
    “Hello Lloyd,” Terminus said, maintaining his composure. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”  
 
    Lloyd walked over to him. “I would normally wait, but I have some time and I need to speak to you.” 
 
    “I figured as much.” 
 
    “I wanted to speak to you about Kane.”  
 
    That was not what Terminus was expecting. “What about him?” 
 
    Lloyd looked a little uncomfortable. “I know he’s not a Sentinel yet, but we are thinking of having him lead a squadron.”  
 
    “All right…what does this have to do with me?” Terminus asked. 
 
    “I’ll just get it out. I want you to be in his squadron. While I want him to lead the squadron, you’ll be there in case he can’t handle it.” 
 
    “I see…” Terminus didn’t elaborate for a moment. He could see why Lloyd was hesitant to bring it up. Not many Sentinels would enjoy being commanded by a student. Most would take it as an insult, but he knew it wasn’t meant as one. “I can do that.”  
 
    Lloyd couldn’t hide the surprise in his expression. “You’re fine with it? Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “I do have one. Why is his Mentor, Jorak, not doing this?”  
 
    “Jorak is the one that requested we give him this. He also doesn’t trust his own judgement due to how close he is to Kane. So he asked me if I would allow him to lead a squadron, but have someone else be second in command.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a bit dangerous to put him in that position? Especially in our first major battle against the Prazore?”  
 
    “Normally I would agree, but Kane is very good at adapting to strange things. I have personally seen and heard this on his missions and from speaking to Jorak. We need someone in our first engagement who can adapt to the unknown.” 
 
    Terminus crossed his arms and looked at Lloyd with slight doubt. “Do you have an example?” 
 
    “Sure!” Lloyd let out a slight cough before beginning. “Let’s pretend you are alone, separated from your Mentor in an abandoned town on the planet Laprios. It’s dark, cold, and you’re being hunted by an Ekalsu.” 
 
    An Ekalsu was a voracious creature. It resided on quite a few planets and were very strong. Their bodies had two thick scaly legs, stood at over seven feet tall, some being as tall as ten feet. Their hands were long sharp claws, with a range of 1-2 inches of thickness. It could slice a human in half with ease. It had a long snout, with sharp teeth, and could blast a painful gas out of its mouth. 
 
    “An Ekalsu huh? All right go on,” Terminus said. 
 
    “Kane did something I wouldn’t have thought about. As the Ekalsu charged Kane, he used magic to make it seem like there was something behind it. The Ekalsu reacted to the mirage, giving Kane the chance to flee. Instead Kane smacked the weakened wall, swung his sword at the beast, hitting it in the chest and diving forward as the wall collapsed on top of the monster, killing it.” 
 
    Terminus let out a slight whistle at that. “Impressive. I have seen one Ekalsu in my life and hope to never see one again. Fighting something like that is something I wouldn’t recommend,” He said. 
 
    “Yes, you can look at his mission history and if you have problems with it, let me know, all right?” Lloyd responded.  
 
    “Sounds good to me, I imagine I won’t find one if you think it’s a good idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The engines roared as Kane took off. He was flying in a V-23 fighter, a standard in the military. The ship was designed with machine guns attached to both wings, a dozen rockets, and a personal shield. This was a simulator, but it felt so real that you could forget it was fake. Everything was AI, except for Kane and Jorak. Kane’s squadron was filled with twelve pilots, ten AI, himself, and Jorak. 
 
    “All right, Kane. You are lead. Show me what you’ve got,” Jorak said through the comlink.  
 
    “Of course,” Kane responded with a smile. Flying was something he loved. He felt invincible in the air. His hands tightened on the controls as the enemy fleet came into view. 
 
    He jerked to the right. “Follow me. We’re going to hit them from the side,” Kane said, as the enemy ships started to close in. In a few short moments, the shooting would start. His fingers were hovering over the trigger. Three…two…one…with that, his fingers pressed down. Gunfire erupted all around him. Kane zoomed past the first few enemy pilots, which were modeled after the Yevonion ships. The ships were quick and shot energy based weaponry. Two were now tailing him, while he fell in behind another one. 
 
    A smile spread across his lips. This was going to be a lot of fun. He rolled the fighter as gunfire was fired from behind. “I have two on my tail. If anyone can get a shot, take it,” Kane replied calmly, knowing he would be just fine. He fired at the target in front of him. The fighter dodged most of the shots, then a few hit the right wing.  
 
    The two fighters were still on his tail. Guess I’ll have to do some fancy maneuvers. Kane let loose another shot at the fighter in front, increased power to his thrusters, and boosted forward. The two ships behind started to do the same. Kane smiled. This was exactly what he wanted. He jammed the stick left. His ship did a 180. He fired a missile and with a flash, both ships exploded as they couldn’t react in time. 
 
    A panicked voice came over the radio. “Is anyone nearby? I have three on my tail! I can’t shake them!” 
 
    Even though it was a simulation, it sounded so realistic that Kane’s smile faltered as he went to pinpoint the pilot in trouble. Instantly he applied more power to the thrusters to get there as fast as he could.  
 
    “On my way, Three. Keep it together,” he responded, doing his best to calm his fellow pilot. While he was not a real person, he was designed to act and respond like one. 
 
    “I’m trying!”  
 
    An explosion erupted from one of the ships. Kane noticed that Jorak had been closer. There was no time to think about it, he got a lock on one of the ships and fired another missile. That ship exploded.  
 
    “Three, dive!” Kane yelled in the radio. 
 
    As commanded, the pilot zoomed downwards. This gave Kane the opening he needed. The enemy ship ran straight into Kane’s barrage of bullets, and floated dead in space as the bullets rang through the cockpit.  
 
    “Thanks lead, I thought I was a goner,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Battle’s not over. Keep focused,” Kane responded calmly. 
 
    While he hadn’t officially been given the mission, Kane knew this was more than just training. It was a test of sorts. He was positive that he was being watched, judged on how he did. That was fine with him. He was hoping that the Council would put him in space anyway. 
 
    The battle raged on, as more enemy ships jumped in from Warp Space. This training simulation in particular was designed to have overwhelming odds, to see how Kane would react. He had been through this specific simulation a lot in the past. He’d never been able to survive, something he intended on fixing today. 
 
    Ships tangled with each other and kept firing. Kane did not fail to notice more ships coming from the same direction. We need to regroup and fight as one.  
 
    “All fighters, regroup on me.” Kane flipped his ship around, watching the radar as the rest followed suit.  
 
    “I don’t think I—” Static erupted as the Eleven’s ship exploded. A moment later, eight disappeared from radar as well. 
 
    “We lost eleven and eight!” Pilot six said. 
 
    “Nothing we can do right now! Focus. We need to regroup!” Kane repeated. 
 
    The fighters all gathered in formation, then headed toward another group of incoming enemy ships. This was the best Kane had been able to do in this simulation. He would go into it head on and take out a majority of the fighters, but he always lost in the end. This time he made a slight modification to his usual strategy. Instead of having half take the left side and half take the right side, he was going to blast through the middle first, something he had never tried. 
 
    “We are going to go straight through the center. Seven, Five, fire two missiles on the left side. Four, Nine, shoot two to the right. Immediately after firing those missiles, target the ships in the center. We’re going to plow straight through them.”  
 
    They all acknowledged Kane’s instructions.  
 
    Hope this works.  
 
    “NOW!” Kane said pulling the trigger. Bullets sprayed wildly forward. He saw smoke as the missiles on both sides sped straight toward their intended targets. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw flashes of light as the missiles detonated. The enemy ships on the left and right sides executed evasive action, which left the middle open, as planned. 
 
    As they blasted through, Kane’s wing got hit by something, causing his ship to rotate. He was so focused on correcting the rotation, he didn’t hear what was being said over the comlink.  
 
    “I’ve got three on my tail. Six, can you—” Kane was able to make out before static erupted.  
 
    Finally, he regained control. He looked over and noticed that he had lost a few more pilots. Shit this is barely better than my other attempts. Normally, at this phase he would have lost half his pilots. He was near that now. He had started with twelve, and seven remained. It was an improvement, but not as much as he would have liked. 
 
    Kane jerked to the right. The rest of his squadron followed right behind. He had four missiles left. He needed to use them smartly.  
 
    “Everyone, fire missiles now!” Kane fired a missile directly at an enemy ship. The smoke trail from seven missiles flowed in front of him.  
 
    Circling around, he found himself behind two enemy ships. “Gotcha,” Kane muttered as he pressed the trigger, destroying both in a matter of seconds. There was chatter over the radio as some of them celebrated their kills. I might do it this time, Kane thought as he destroyed another ship. 
 
    As soon as that thought came out, three enemy ships converged on him. His hands tightened around his control stick as he barely dodged an incoming missile. A split second slower and he’d have been destroyed.  
 
    “Jorak, Two, follow me,” Kane said into the comlink.   
 
    “Copy that, Lead,” Two replied a moment later. 
 
    “On your right,” Jorak responded. 
 
    Kane swerved upwards as he saw four ships heading their way. “Jorak, fall back. Take the two that follow me. Two, stay on my left wing.”  
 
    Jorak’s ship slowed down. Three of the four ships zoomed past as they headed straight for Kane and Two. Jorak let loose a missile, taking out one of them. 
 
    Then Jorak’s ship suddenly spun out of control. A missile had hit his right wing.  
 
    “Kane, you’re on your own. My right wing is gone. I’m—” Jorak didn’t finish. The enemy pilot shot Jorak’s engines, causing an explosion. 
 
    If this had been a real situation, Kane would have been hit with heavy emotions. The fact it was a simulation allowed his emotions to remain unchanged, other than to be surprised Jorak had died first.  
 
    Jorak’s missile had completely missed the intended ship. Three enemy ships were on Kane. One ship chased Two.  
 
    “Two, circle around and I’ll get the guy on your tail,” Kane said. 
 
    “On it.”  
 
    Two approached fast, but then a ship tailing Kane turned left and fired missiles at two. Kane knew there was nothing he could do. Before he could utter a word, the missiles collided with Two’s ship, annihilating it completely.  
 
    “Fuck!” Kane couldn’t help but pound the cockpit. He counted the surviving ships. There were only three left. 
 
    He wasn’t going to give up. The two enemy ships behind him opened fire. His ship rolled as gunfire sped past him and then had an idea on how to take them out. Kane dove down, then a hard up. He was now heading directly in the direction of an enemy ship. The one that had been tailing Two would crash right into him. This was going to be a game of chicken.  He was hoping the enemy pilot would fire a missile. 
 
    “Come on! Do it, you bastard. Shoot that missile!” Kane yelled. Twenty seconds and they would collide. He was not going to change course.  
 
    Fifteen seconds. 
 
    A smile flickered across his face as the enemy ship let loose two missiles. Thank you.  
 
    The timing to dodge these had to be perfect. If he slipped up at all, the missiles would explode and destroy his ship.  
 
    Kane turned his ship at just the right moment. Both missiles barely missed his wings as he slid right through them. He heard an explosion as the missiles hit at least one of enemy pilots behind him.  
 
    His victory was short lived, however. One of the ships behind him had dodged the explosion and was shooting at him. Kane hadn’t anticipated that there would be a survivor, and he failed to dodge the shots that took out his engines. 
 
    Kane knew he was dead. His power shut down.  Oddly enough his ship didn’t explode like Jorak’s had, but it didn’t matter. The enemy pilot zoomed past, turned around. Then bullets poured through the cockpit, destroying Kane and his ship. 
 
    “Simulation ended. Red team is victorious,” The computerized voice said through his speakers.  
 
    Kane climbed out of the simulation. “That was so close…”  
 
    “Yes, it was. Those were some good moves,” Jorak said, coming from behind. “That was a lot closer. Had one of those two missiles gone a little more to the left, you might have been able to finish the rest of the fighters.” 
 
    A voice came from the doors. “Yes, Kane. That was very impressive.”  
 
    Kane turned around. “Yulara, Vulcron.” He was not entirely surprised by their visit. He had a feeling that they were being watched. This only confirmed his thoughts when Jorak told him about the simulation. 
 
    Yulara walked up to Kane. “That was some impressive flying. Especially for someone so young.”  
 
    Kane blushed a little. “Uh, thanks. I know I could have done better. I just need to practice more and I’ll beat it one of these days.” 
 
    Vulcron smiled. “You’ll get that in due time. We watched the whole simulation. There are no more doubts in my mind the mission should be given to you.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I love flying and fighting in the air!”  
 
    “That’s good, because you are going to lead a squadron in our first battle against the Prazore.” Yulara put her hand on Kane’s shoulder. “We weren’t sure if it was the right thing to do, but watching you today erased any doubts we had.” 
 
    Kane didn’t respond. He was extremely surprised. “Me? Lead a squadron?” He had flown in many missions, but nothing of this magnitude other than training, of course. 
 
    “That is correct. We believe it to be a waste of your talents to simply join a squadron. You will be leading a squadron of Sentinels. Jorak and Terminus will be in the squadron as well, with Terminus being second in command,” Yulara said. 
 
    Kane knew that Yulara meant if he couldn’t handle it, Terminus would take control of the situation. That didn’t deter him at all though.  
 
    “I hope I don’t disappoint you guys,” Kane said. 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t,” Vulcron said. “Get as much rest as you can. You’ll be meeting your squadron in two days. In six we are leaving for the planet Hucara. We believe the Prazore are going to hit there first.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you won’t disappoint us,” Yulara said. “But we need to be going. Get plenty of rest Kane, and good luck out there.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for now.” Mutieto tapped Blade on the shoulder. 
 
    A sigh of frustration escaped Blade’s lips. “Yeah, probably for the best. This is really starting to piss me off,” He let out, throwing the training sword at the table. 
 
    Mutieto shook his head, walked over, and picked up the sword. “Take this with you. You still need to practice until you get it.” He threw the sword back at Blade, who caught it. 
 
    “I forgot. Yeah, I’ll get it down. I will get this down before the fighting begins.” Blade clenched his fist in frustration.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You need to keep a calm mind. If you let your anger get the best of you, you won’t ever master it. Emotional control is just as important as having the power to do a move. Don’t ever forget that.”  
 
    “You’re right. I wish I could control it better.” 
 
    “It’s much easier said than done. You’ll get it in time.”  
 
    Before Blade could respond, the doors opened. Through the doors came his father and Aylin.  
 
    Mutieto was the first one to react. “Anorn, Aylin. What a surprise.” 
 
    “Sorry to intrude on your training. I do know how annoying it can be,” Anorn said, stopping a few feet away from Mutieto and Blade. 
 
    Mutieto waved his hand. “We were done anyway, actually. I imagine you have our missions?” 
 
    “Not one to miss the obvious, are you?” Aylin responded with a sly smile. “You are correct. We do have your mission assignments.” 
 
    “About time! I have been dying to know what we are going to be doing!” Blade exclaimed excitedly. He was hoping the Council would send him to where the action was. 
 
    Mutieto noted that Anorn didn’t seem enthused about this discussion. That was interesting because Anorn always swore he would treat Blade no differently than another knight, regardless of the mission. Judging from the look on Anorn’s face, Blade would see action like he wanted. 
 
    “We are sending both of you to Hucara,” Anorn said. “You will be leading the defense from the ground. Twelve Sentinels will be sent with you initially, but more should show up before the fighting begins.”  
 
    While Anorn’s expression remained neutral, there was worry in there that Mutieto could sense.  
 
    “The Alliance will be sending soldiers there as well. While Alliance personnel do not have to take our orders, they most likely will take your opinions very seriously. Treat them with respect, they have a lot of respect for us, which is good, and we need to make sure we show it as well. Understood?” Anorn continued after a moment of silence. This comment was mainly aimed at Blade as Mutieto had done a lot of combat missions with Alliance troops, and this was Blade’s first time. 
 
    “I would never disrespect someone because they can’t do what I can do. When do we leave?” Blade asked, shifting his feet in anticipation. 
 
    “You will be leaving in six days. You will all fly in one ship. When you arrive on the planet, you will want to prepare for an attack. We believe the Prazore are going to leave soon. We need to make sure we are as prepared,” Anorn responded. 
 
    “One question: who’s going with us?” Blade asked. 
 
    “You will find out soon,” Aylin cut in. “We are letting them know now. We must be going now. Don’t worry you will find out soon.” With that, she yanked Anorn with her, toward the door. 
 
    Anorn brushed her off. “One moment,” he said, walking up to his son. “Blade, would you come see me later today? Maybe for dinner if you can find the time?” 
 
    “Sure. That sounds like a good time,” Blade said. 
 
    “Good. Come by at six,” Anorn said, turning around and following Aylin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Smack. A brief yelp of pain escaped Macana’s lips as Layla’s sword struck him in the chest.  
 
    “Goddammit.” Macana jumped back, rubbing his chest. “I hate how much that hurts sometimes.” 
 
    Layla lowered her sword and laughed. “It’s supposed to make you want to avoid it, remember?” She let out a deep breath. They had been sparring all day. It was starting to show in how tired she felt.  
 
    “Tren, how are you doing?” she asked. Tren had taken a blow to the leg, back, and arm. She had been lying on the ground ever since. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m just enjoying this nice relaxation. I’m so tired I don’t think I can get up, even if I wanted to.”  
 
    Tren made no effort to move. She lay there with her arms and legs spread out.  
 
    Tren’s eyes closed. “I’m so comfortable, I really think I might fall asleep here.”  
 
    “You’re hopeless,” Layla responded, shaking her head. “I will admit I am a bit tired.” 
 
    “A bit? I bet you’re more exhausted than us!” Macana cut in with a laugh. 
 
    Before Layla could respond the doors opened. She turned in surprise. “Anorn? Er, Anorn and Aylin, it’s good to see you.” She was so used to speaking to Anorn as Blade’s father. She sometimes forgot to be formal with him. 
 
    “It is good to see you again Layla. It’s been quite a while,” Anorn responded.  
 
    Aylin went straight to business. “We have your missions.”  
 
    This was the moment Layla had been waiting for. If the Council didn’t assign her with Blade, she’d be defying orders. Regardless of the consequences, nothing was going to stop her. Layla noticed Anorn watching her with the hint of a smile, as if he knew what she was thinking. 
 
    “All three of you are going to be assigned to the planet Hucara as ground support,” Aylin said. “There are going to be eight more of you there, along with troops from the Alliance. You will be some of the first to fight the Prazore, not including Anorn, Lloyd, and a few others.”  
 
    “Who is going with us?” Tren asked.  
 
    Layla turned and was surprised to see Tren standing. Only a moment ago, she had basically been passed out on the floor. Tren must have been just as curious as Layla about their mission. 
 
    Aylin looked at Tren. “You will know that in time, probably another day or two, as we finalize the details. You will all be leaving in six days, so prepare yourselves. Get plenty of rest. Do what you need to do.” 
 
    She turned to go, but Layla stopped her. “Wait a moment. I must know who’s going with us. If you don’t tell me I will find out one way or the other.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but we aren’t disclosing it to anyone,” Aylin said. 
 
    Layla’s fist clenched. “If I don’t know who’s going, I can’t guarantee I will be leaving then,” she said defiantly.  
 
    One of the reasons she almost didn’t make Sentinel was her defiance of orders. In Layla’s experience, it had been the better decision to follow her instincts and not always obey orders. It had allowed her to save lives that might not have been saved if she had listened. 
 
    Aylin’s eyes flared with a hint of anger. She was about to respond when Anorn interrupted.  
 
    “Don’t worry Layla. You won’t be sorry if you go.” He looked her straight in the eye. He understood that Layla wanted to go with Blade. “Trust me on this, okay?” 
 
    Their eyes remained locked for a few seconds. Layla knew Anorn would not lie to her. Besides, if he did she would still find a way to be with Blade, regardless.  
 
    Layla nodded her head. “Fine. Just let us know as soon as possible.”  
 
    Then she turned away, not giving Aylin a chance to respond. Anorn sighed. He grabbed Aylin before she could say anything more, and the two of them walked out of the training room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The warriors on the ship all stood still as Vorka walked by. It was almost time to begin the invasion. He was very pleased about all the reports he had received so far. Spies reported that the Alliance was moving toward the planet Hucara. So far, the Alliance had done exactly as predicted. Doors opened, allowing Vorka to stride into his war room. Holograms of all the Generals were in place. 
 
    “This will be our last meeting before the fighting begins.” As usual, Vorka went straight to the point. “Florik, is your fleet ready?”  
 
    “Yes Warlord. Our fleet is ready and our ships prepared. We are just awaiting your word.” 
 
    Vorka nodded his head in approval. “Good. You remember the coordinates to jump to first?” 
 
    Florik smiled. “Of course. We will jump there and await the signal. Don’t take too long. We have been waiting so long for this moment.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’ll get your chance.” Vorka turned to face the next General. “Vresh, how long until your fleet is in position?” 
 
    “We will be at the location specified in approximately sixty-one hours.” 
 
    “Ahead of schedule. That is good. Make sure the warriors are prepared. The ground will be a bit harder due to the Academy members that should be there.”  
 
    This was going to work perfectly. By the time their attack started, the Alliance should have their defenses up. He wanted the Alliance to know just how little chance they had at winning this war. While he could attack Hucara before their defense was fully up, his warriors also wouldn’t be at full strength. If their attack crushed the Alliance while being prepared, surrender might be a consideration. Not likely, but possible.  
 
    “Drucina, is your fleet prepared for the attack on Cress?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “Of course. After the Alliance sees the size of your fleet, they will not expect an attack on Cress.”  
 
    Vorka loved the chilling look on Drucina’s face. She was a ruthless fighter. It was the reason why he had promoted her many years ago.  
 
    “Good. All of you are prepared, as I expected.”  
 
    He didn’t bother addressing the other Generals in this session. The Generals would secure smaller planets not yet reached in the outer edge, before moving into the core.  
 
    “Let’s show the Alliance that it would be better to surrender than to fight us. Fight with honor.” Vorka gave a final salute. He allowed a smile to cross his face, confident that everything would go as planned. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Layla’s hair blew in the wind, as another transport full of people lifted into space. “Finally. We’re next,” she commented, watching the transport take off. Over the past three hours, transports had been landing and taking off. Rinse and repeat.  
 
    “It’s about time. With how long this is taking, the Prazore might be waiting for us,” Blade said. 
 
    The week had gone by fast and slow at the same time. Blade had gotten a lot of rest, trained on the technique Mutieto had showed him, and spent the majority of his free time with Layla, Kane, and Kurvara. When he heard that Layla was joining him on his mission, he almost hooted in happiness. One less worry on his mind, since she’d be right next to him. 
 
    Kane stood there motionless for a moment, with a smile on this face. “I see my ride coming down. I wish this week could have gone on longer.”  
 
    The wind blew his hair to the side. He closed his eyes enjoying the breeze, before turning to Blade and Layla.  
 
    “Stay alive down there, all right?” he said. 
 
    “Long as you do the same.” Blade took a step forward. “If I hear you get shot down, you’ll regret it. I wouldn’t mind if you can keep their bombers from getting us, though.”  
 
    Blade gripped Kane’s hand. 
 
    “I can do that,” Kane said, letting go of Blade’s hand. “Layla, make sure Blade doesn’t do anything stupid, will you?”  
 
    “Of course. Be safe up there.” She embraced Kane. “Don’t do anything stupid.”  
 
    She didn’t believe Kane would heed her advice. If he had to take a risk to complete his task, he would without question.  
 
    “See you guys soon!” Kane said, turning around and starting toward his transport. Kurvara, Terminus, and Jorak were already there. 
 
    Blade watched him go onto the transport, and then watched the transport take off. The week had been so fun that the war had mostly slipped from his mind. Now that the fun was over, he knew it would be a long time before it happened again. Possibly never again, if he didn’t make it through the war. 
 
    He was so deep in thought he didn’t notice Layla talking to him, until her hand flashed across his face. “Earth to Blade? Hello? Our transports here!”  
 
    “Y-yeah sorry, was, uh, thinking about the mission.”  
 
    She returned his stare with a knowing glance. “Yeah, and I just flew around Orlion. Let’s get going.”  
 
    They both started walking onto the transport. Mutieto was in front of them, followed by Macana and Tren. The other Sentinels followed behind. 
 
    There were ten Sentinels, one Council member, and one student. Blade found it odd that he was the only student on the mission. All the Sentinels chosen did not have their own students, minus Mutieto. He recognized a couple of them, especially Drahoon. He had lost his student a year ago, and vowed never to take another one.  
 
    The transport doors opened, with two Sentinels walking forward, stepping aside to let them through. Before they entered, Blade took one last look at the Academy, knowing it would be the last time he saw it for a while.  
 
    This transport was designed to carry seventeen people. Blade took a window seat. Layla took the one next to him. Mutieto sat across from Blade.  
 
    “Nervous?” Mutieto asked.  
 
    “Of course not,” Blade lied. 
 
    “You don’t have to hide it. All of us are nervous,” Mutieto responded with a chuckle.  
 
    Like anyone his age, Blade wanted to sound brave.  
 
    “Just remember your training and you’ll do fine,” Mutieto reminded him.  
 
    The ship started it’s take off. Blade looked out the window, watching the Academy shrink in size as the ship rose higher and higher. It was odd. He had been on many missions and never cared to look back at the Academy. But there was something different this time, something he just couldn’t place. 
 
    Blade slammed backward into his seat as the quantum drive engaged. This was going to be six-hour flight. From what the scouts were reporting, the Prazore fleet could leave at any moment. Once they did, that would give them a little over fourteen hours until they arrived from Warp Space. As soon as that happened, the war would begin. Soon everyone would find out the Prazore’s capabilities. The Prazore had the element of surprise, yet were being cocky. There was no doubt in Blade’s mind that the Prazore could have started their attack on Hucara and Cress before the Academy arrived, gaining the tactical advantage. Instead they were biding their time, which meant they wanted a big fight. The only question is why risk it? Were they that confident? Was there actually a reason? 
 
    A hand slapped onto Blade’s shoulder, taking him out of his thoughts. He turned his head.  
 
    “Sorry were you saying something?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Layla said. “You seem really deep in thought. Anything you want to discuss?”  
 
     “Nothing important,” Blade responded, noticing that Layla was still looking at him with slight concern. He sighed. “All right. I was just thinking about how the Prazore could have attacked before we were prepared. Instead, they have been waiting for us to get ready. At least that’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “That’s a good observation. You aren’t the only one thinking about it,” Mutieto cut in, before Layla could respond. He looked apologetically at Layla. “Sorry just had to cut in there. A lot of people think they just aren’t ready, but I don’t buy it. I think they want us to prepare.” 
 
    She raised her hand in a don’t-be-sorry wave. “Its fine. I-I’ll confess I haven’t given it too much thought.” Her head tilted downwards. “I’ve tried not to think about it too much, so I don’t psyche myself out.” 
 
    “It’s not unusual to feel that way. Trust me. The first war I fought in was the civil war on Thadrat. I was a nervous wreck.” Mutieto responded, shuddering at the thought. 
 
    A small smile appeared on her face. “That’s hard to believe. You look so at ease.” 
 
    “You learn to control it. Believe me when I tell you that you will get over this feeling. When the fighting starts, you won’t even remember to be scared, at least not for yourself.” 
 
    A puzzled look crossed Layla’s face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ll be worrying about your friends. I’m not going to lie to you. War is terrible, but in situations like these there is nothing we can do but fight or surrender. You will lose friends in this war. It’ll still come as a surprise, even though I am telling you this now.” 
 
    “I know the feeling of losing friends…” Layla’s hand clenched into a fist. Her expression hardened at the thought of friends she had lost already. “I hate that I am going to experience that again.” A hardness crept into her voice. “I swear I will do everything I can to stop the Prazore.”  
 
    Blade reached his hand over, gripping her shoulder lightly. “Don’t think about it. We’ll get through this one way or the other.” A cocky grin spread across his face. “We’ll beat the Prazore, starting with this battle. We’ll make them wish they had never attacked us.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, Blade!” Macana said, switching seats to get closer. “These Prazore are going to be crushed when they fight us. I’m looking forward to seeing them crawl back where they came from.” 
 
    Layla nodded her head. “Oh, I am really looking forward to that day. I can only imagine the party afterwards.” 
 
    Mutieto shook his head in amusement. “Oh, it’ll be a good time. You’ll like it. I wouldn’t celebrate too early though.” 
 
    Blade gazed out the window, listening to the hum of the engines. He could feel his nerves flaring randomly, then fading away. All he wanted to do was get on with it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey had been relatively quiet for Kane. Mostly, he talked now and then with Kurvara. Ever since their rescue, they had talked a lot. It was nice to have someone other than Blade to talk to. 
 
    The ship shook a little as it exited Warp Space. Kane looked out the window. He couldn’t help but let out a gasp of shock. In all his life, he had never seen so many Alliance ships in one spot. The ship they were going to land on was gigantic.  
 
    “Wow. I cannot believe how many ships there are,” Kurvara said, her mouth open in surprise. 
 
    A smile crossed Jorak’s face. “Indeed. There hasn’t been a formation of ships like this in a long time. I never thought I would see one in my life time.” He didn’t elaborate further, as he stared at the fleet. 
 
    Gasps could be heard all around. Nobody had seen such a gathering of ships since the last Great War, between the Alliance and the Yevonions. 
 
    “Glad to know I’m not the only one,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure no one here has seen this many ships in one place,” Kane said with awe. 
 
    Kurvara looked at the roof in thought. “Do you know the last time there was a fleet this large?” 
 
    Kane nodded his head in response. “Yeah. The battle of Ruhanga, when the Alliance defended it from the Yevonions over two centuries ago.”  
 
    “There were other situations,” Jorak added. “But Kane is correct. The last time there were at least this many was at Ruhanga.”  
 
    Ruhanga had been an important historical battle for the Alliance, in their war against the Yevonions. Ruhanga was an inner core planet that provided a large percentage of Alliance armies and resources. If the Yevonions had won that battle, they would have won the war with relative ease. 
 
    Kane looked out the window as they started to land inside their assigned ship. “Let’s just hope we can stop them here.”  
 
    “We will,” Kurvara said, stretching, as the ship softly landed. “I just know we can do it.” A serious expression had crossed her face as she thought about what was at stake. “We lose this planet, we give the Prazore a lot of ground that will be very hard to get back.” 
 
    “You’re correct. Stopping the Prazore is going to be very important,” A woman said as she stepped up. 
 
    Yulara glanced and knew her immediately. “I’m glad you feel the same way, Sheila.”  
 
    Sheila was an older woman, in her late thirties. She had been part of the Academy since she was a little girl. A scar ran from her forehead down to her chin from an incident that Kurvara wasn’t sure of. 
 
    Sheila never got the chance to respond as the ramp descended. At the bottom of the ramp was a man. Two soldiers stood next to him.  
 
    Jorak walked down with Kane on his left side. Everyone followed behind.  
 
    “Hello, Kurt. It’s been awhile.” Jorak shook the man’s hand. It had been roughly five years since they had seen each other. 
 
    “Good to see you well and alive.”  
 
    A smile flashed across Kurt’s face as he turned to Kane.  
 
    “I am assuming you are Kane, correct?” he asked, shaking Kane’s hand as well. “Not sure if Jorak has told you who I am.” 
 
    Kane nodded respectfully. “Yeah. You saved his life a few times, from the stories he’s told me. It’s nice to meet you.”  
 
    Kurt laughed. “I’m surprised. I figured he’d avoid the ‘saving his life’ part. Anyway, where’s Terminus?”  
 
    Terminus stepped forward. “Right here.”  
 
    “Good, good. Well, you three need to follow me.”  
 
    “Of course. We need to get a battle plan as soon as possible,” Terminus responded with a nod.  
 
    “Wish we could do it faster,” Kurt said, rounding a corner. “Our scouts indicate that the Prazore have jumped into Warp Space, and are heading directly here. We need to be battle ready as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Anything specific you want us to do?” Kurvara asked, as the rest of the Sentinels stood there with her. 
 
    Jorak half turned around as he walked. “Prepare your ships. We’ll be back soon and inform you of what the plan is!” he hollered. 
 
    Kurvara shook her head as they walked away. “You heard the man. Let’s go prepare our ships!”  
 
    With that, she walked forward before realizing she didn’t know their ship assignments. Kurvara turned back and poked someone passing by. “Excuse me? Do you know where our ships are located?” 
 
    The guy shrugged his shoulders. “No idea.” He looked around trying to find someone. “I would go to Hangar C. Look for Admiral Johanna. She should know where your ships are.”  
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it,” she said, walking toward Hangar C.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship rumbled as it landed. All around the area were soldiers running about in preparation. Mutieto watched a few tanks roll into position. There was no doubt the Alliance was taking this threat very seriously.  
 
    Mutieto would be lying if he said he wasn’t worried about the Alliance’s reaction. In the past, the Alliance had reacted terribly in similar situations. Typically, they would not send enough troops or supplies. Luckily they were not making those mistakes today.  
 
    There were supply drops coming back and forth. What used to be a town was already made into a military base. There were troops stationed in front of specific buildings. People were setting up weapons, and jeeps were flying through the streets. 
 
    Mutieto poked Blade. “Follow me. We’ll be going straight to a meeting with the officers on the ground.” 
 
    Blade simply nodded his head in response. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Layla glance at him, but she remained silent as well.  
 
    The ramp landed on the ground. Awaiting them was a middle-aged man with black hair. Blade noticed the man’s left arm from the elbow down was not made of flesh and bone, but made of metal. Why would he not have had that regrown? It puzzled him slightly. Blade knew the military would provide insurance to get that arm replaced at no cost.  
 
    On the other side stood a second, older soldier. He was older than the one in the middle and had a scar on his face on the left cheek. On the right side was a younger one, an alien species that Blade couldn’t identify. Judging from his vest he was a sergeant.  
 
    Mutieto didn’t waste any time, descended the ramp, and immediately reached out his hand. “My name is Mutieto. This is my student, Blade.” 
 
    The one with the metal arm gripped his hand. “I’m General Travis. I’m in charge of ground defense.” 
 
    The one with the scar on his face spoke next. “I’m Lieutenant Vadrick. Glad you could make it on time.”  
 
    The alien had a cocky grin as he shook hands with Mutieto. “The name’s Vladroom. Hope you are ready to kick some Prazore ass.” He said this with such confidence. It almost made Blade shake his head at the arrogance. 
 
    After the pleasantries were over, Travis motioned for them to follow. “We need to gather the rest of the officers now that you’ve arrived. We have roughly nine hours before the Prazore arrive. I would rather we get this meeting over with so we can be as prepared as we can.”  
 
    It was extremely loud, with vehicles everywhere, soldiers running around, and transports arriving with supplies or troops. This planet’s infrastructure was a lot nicer than Sarus, the last planet they were on. The buildings were modern, with automatic doors. There were roads, and millions of people. Blade watched as civilians loaded onto a transport. He couldn’t help wondering where they were sending them. 
 
    As he started walking away, Blade turned to Layla with a grin. “We’ll be back shortly. Don’t overwork yourself. I’ll be back to help soon!” he said half-jokingly.  
 
    “You’re such a dork. Let me know how it goes,” Layla retorted, as Blade walked off. She was a little jealous that he got to go to this meeting and she had to stay behind. She did her best to ignore that emotion. Blade was one of the gifted ones. She knew that Mutieto wanted to groom him for command, so it was something she would just have to deal with.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade, Mutieto walked into a tent. There were seven physical people inside, with another six displayed on video screen.  
 
    An officer stepped forward. “About time you showed up. Our scouts indicate the Prazore are currently in Warp Space and should arrive in seven and a half hours.” He paced over to the holographic map highlighting where they had last been seen. “It seems their Warp Space travel speed is a bit faster than ours.”  
 
    Mutieto walked forward with Travis, to look at the map. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. Their weapons and armor are better too.” He turned to the officer. “Do you know if we’ve been able to get any scans of their ships?” 
 
    The officer shook his head. “No. There has been nothing that we’ve been able to see. We’ll just have to hope we can hold the sky, while we fight on the ground.”  
 
    “Do we have any confirmation on the size of their fleet, at least?” Blade asked. 
 
    “We don’t have exact numbers. The only thing we are sure of is our fleet is bigger. Not by much though,” someone on the video screen explained. Blade didn’t see which one said it. 
 
    Mutieto nodded his head in response. “Numbers won’t be why we win or lose this battle.” He walked over to a side screen showing images of the Prazore fleet. “It’s a shame we know very little about their ships.” 
 
    Travis nodded his agreement. “Yeah that’s very important information. We are going to need some good shooting to preserve ammo. We all know what to expect on the ground. Let’s just hope our ships can destroy theirs efficiently.” He walked over to the table so he could see everyone. “Now we need to discuss our ground strategy. Thomas, if you would go first. I believe you had an idea, correct?” 
 
    Blade saw Thomas nod his head in agreement, with a look of excitement in his eyes.  
 
    “Thank you, General. As you have already said, we will need to be firing accurately to be most effective against these aliens. We need to lay down traps such as mines in designated areas, lure them there, then focus fire in that direction to crush them.” His fist closed to demonstrate his determination. “If we can take out portions of their army before they can get into range, we stand a much better chance.” 
 
    That actually wasn’t a bad idea at all. Blade was very impressed with the idea behind it. Without realizing it, he found himself adding: “We could also deal with the Prazore far from the mines, that way we free your men to focus on the survivors of the mine field.”  
 
    “Those are good ideas from both of you. Does anyone have any objections, or a better idea?” Travis asked, highlighting the map where mines would be located. 
 
    One of the Generals raised his hand. “I have a slight modification.”  
 
    This General was an alien. Blade recognized him as a Yardakin, a species that is known not only for their intelligence, but also for their abilities to memorize information after only hearing it once.  
 
    “We should be using the mountains as an ambush,” the General said, “something they will suspect, but not as our main ambush point.”  
 
    To highlight his plan, the General started adding lines on the map.  
 
    “We plant some mines here, fire some shots, grenades, whatever we can, and immediately bolt toward the entrance the Prazore came through. With that, we’ll have mines lined out in various spots, along with a larger group of men.”  
 
    The General paused for a moment as he marked where the mines and men would be located.  
 
    “Then we kill as many as we can. Once the leaders in these areas feel they are going to be overwhelmed, they fall back to this location.” He pointed to their main fortifications. “This is where we will hold the rest of our men.”  
 
    Blade was impressed. For the Yardakin General to modify the basis of the plan so effectively within minutes was incredible. Kane might have been able to come up with something like that, but he’d need longer than two minutes to do it.  
 
    “An excellent plan Niran. Anyone else have any ideas?” Travis asked. 
 
    Before anyone else could respond, Niran spoke again. “Mutieto, how many Sentinels have you brought with you?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, with the circumstances, we could only bring around sixty. Most of them should arrive within the next couple of hours. We scrambled to enlist as many as possible, but many won’t get here in time.”  
 
    Niran nodded his head. “I will not complain about sixty Sentinels. I would prefer to have more, but we will manage with what we have. Do you have any objections if I take thirty to execute this plan? Fifteen with the first ambush, and the other fifteen at the main ambush?”  
 
    “I have no objections.” A faint smile appeared on his lips. “Honestly, I would rather we have Sentinels at the first ambush point, as they can navigate around rough terrain quickly, something we’ll need against the Prazore.”  
 
    “Excellent. Please give me a list of names, so I can let my men know. If you need to speak to someone to get authorization for their release, feel free to do so. We have limited time, so try not to take too long.”  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that. I have been given full authority on this mission. I will have the names for you within an hour.” 
 
    Travis nodded his head. “If all goes well, we should hopefully have some air support.” 
 
    Blade doubted they would get air support. They would be lucky if their fleet could hold off the Prazore, let alone beat them.  
 
    “I’m going to prepare the Sentinels who are partaking in this mission,” Mutieto said, and walked out of the tent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you think keeping our fighters inside the hangar until the Prazore launch theirs is a good plan!?” Jorak exclaimed, wanting to shout at the Admiral in front of him. 
 
    Kane had been expecting a strategy meeting. Instead the Admirals were very insistent they don’t take aggressive actions immediately. If the Prazore unleash their Ascors, then the Alliance would unleash theirs.  
 
    Throughout the tense exchange, Kane hadn’t said anything. Interestingly enough, Kurt hadn’t said anything either. Instead, Jorak and Grand Admiral Nukan did most of the arguing, once the initial plan went out. 
 
    Nukan was one of five Grand Admirals in the Alliance. While Nukan had participated in many battles, and was considered a military genius, he had yet to have the opportunity to fight an unknown enemy.  
 
    “Jorak, we’ve heard you, but nothing you say will change our minds. How about we focus on the next part?” Nukan’s voice was even tempered.  
 
    His cold blue eyes stared directly into Jorak’s. It took everything for Jorak not to smack the Admiral and walk out. A deep breath escaped him.  
 
    “Fine. Let’s hear the next master plan.” Nobody could miss the obvious sarcasm seething through Jorak’s teeth. 
 
    Kane sighed. Jorak would make sure everybody knew how badly he disliked their plan.  
 
    “Thank you.” With that Nukan turned back to the table and activated a holographic map of the system they were in. “While we aren’t launching ships, on the moon over there we were able to get the power needed to re-activate the defenses. This is something the Prazore shouldn’t expect.” 
 
    The planet Hucara had three moons, each of them fitted with super long range weapons. We designed those a long time ago for major defenses, which were first activated against the Yevonion Empire. The battle started out badly, but then the weapons were activated. The Yevonion fleet was all but annihilated. It was a major stepping stone in the war, that later allowed peace to come.  
 
    A few years ago, the weapons had been sabotaged. Due to extensive damage and peace time neglect, repairs had been very slow. Nobody knew who had done it or why, but the Yevonions were believed to have been behind the destruction. Luckily everything was now fixed. They just needed to provide power. 
 
    “The moon’s defenses are operational again?” Kane asked, surprised. Last he had heard, the Alliance didn’t think it necessary to get the defenses back up. 
 
    Nukan glanced at him. “The moment we heard about the Prazore, we quadrupled efforts to repair the weapons.” He didn’t elaborate any further, instead changing the subject back to the plan. “We will have ships behind the moons, hidden so that we can hit them from the sides. The first shots will be fired by the Prazore and not us. It shall be known that they started this war, without provocation.”  
 
    Jorak’s expression didn’t change. Kane was able to briefly sense a calm coming over him. Now Jorak understood the plan and didn’t find it so stupid. Kane wanted to laugh.  
 
    “I believe that’s all we have to discuss, right?” Kurt said, breaking the silence. 
 
    Nukan nodded his head. “Yes. Everyone else has already been briefed, unless any of you have questions?” 
 
    They all shook their heads.  
 
    “Then go,” the Admiral commanded. “Eat, sleep, do whatever you must, before the Prazore arrive.” 
 
    Jorak lead the way out. Behind him was Kane and Terminus, who had remained awfully silent during the conversation.  
 
    After a couple minutes of walking, Kane turned to Terminus. “How come you didn’t say anything during that meeting?” 
 
    “There was no reason to,” Terminus said with a shrug. “The meeting was a briefing. Nukan had no intention of changing the plan, even if we had a better one. It was also fun to watch Jorak get mad, something I don’t get the opportunity to see enough of.” 
 
    “Oh, shut it,” Jorak responded sarcastically. “It’s a bad habit, I know. They should have mentioned the moon repairs before telling us to stay nice and safe inside the hangar, until the Prazore attack.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey can you float that over here?” A soldier shouted from the distance.  
 
    “Yeah, give me a moment,” Layla responded, wiping sweat from her forehead. The moment Blade and Mutieto had walked away, she had started helping around, setting up equipment. 
 
    The city they were in was empty of civilians. All civilians had been evacuated to some other planet for safe keeping. The defending force had been given free rein in defense, which she knew many of the locals would not be happy about if they could see what was going on. 
 
    Like most soldiers, the one who had spoken was young. Layla had gathered he was roughly nineteen. Then again she wasn’t much older.  
 
    “What do you need moved?” Her hands dropped from her hips. 
 
    “These boxes here are full of explosives, mainly rockets. Could you just float them up to the third floor?” 
 
    Silently she groaned. So many people thought it was easy to do things like this, but it was exhausting. Especially to float it all the way to the third floor.  
 
    “Yeah, I can do that. Give me a moment though.”  
 
    Layla turned, looking for anyone nearby that could help. “Hey Jake!” She hollered. 
 
    Jake didn’t move as he picked something off the ground.  
 
    “JAKE!” She yelled louder, letting out a smile as Jake looked at her and started around, walking. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “I need you to go to the third floor for me. You need to help me float this up there. I don’t want to drop it, as it’s full of explosives. Rockets, mostly.”  
 
    Jake shook his head. “We aren’t their slaves. Why did you agree to do it?” 
 
    “Let’s just do it. We don’t exactly have a lot of time.” 
 
    “All right. Just give me a moment.”  
 
    He sighed, walking inside the building. It took a few minutes before he yelled that he was ready. Layla pushed her arms out, focusing on the crate of explosives, lifting it. She made sure to do it slowly. She felt the weight lessen as Jake focused on the crate as well. After that, it was a breeze. The crate went straight into the window without a problem. Normally, she could have done it easily without help, but she was exhausted, due to all the magic she’d been putting out for the past hour. 
 
    “Thanks.” the solider said. Without waiting for a response, he ran off. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she muttered under her breath.  
 
    Everyone was rushing to get things prepared. She needed to rest soon, or she would be too tired to do any fighting. 
 
    Jake walked toward her. “It’s time for you to rest.”  
 
    “Believe it or not, I was thinking the same thing. I don’t want to be useless once the fighting starts.”  
 
    She let out a big breath, taking a seat on a bench.  
 
    “When will the rest of the Sentinels arrive?” she asked. 
 
    Jake shrugged his shoulders. “No idea. Hopefully, any minute. Don’t want them to get here and not be prepared.”  
 
    “Last ones should be arriving within the hour,” Mutieto said, walking up behind them. 
 
    Layla stood up. “About time you guys showed up!”  
 
    Blade flashed a cocky smile. “Well you know strategy gatherings always take forever.”  
 
    Layla’s punched his shoulder. “Shut up. I imagine it was more fun than getting shit prepared out here.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Mutieto cut in. “I would have rather be helping out here than at that meeting. We don’t have much time. Follow me. We have a strategy and we’re gathering all the Sentinels. Yulara should be there as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nice ships,” Kurvara muttered, more to herself than to the people next to her. It was impressive. The ships were definitely some of the best you could fly in combat, and their design gave them speed, without reducing shield coverage. The weaponry was top notch. They held some strong missiles that most ships didn’t have.  
 
    There was a brief moment of silence as she climbed out of the cockpit. It had been her last ship to look over, to make sure everything was good.  
 
    “No kidding. I haven’t flown one of these babies since training,” Aaron, a fellow Sentinel, responded with excitement. “I mean, these are some of the best you can get. I don’t see the Prazore having better ships than this.” 
 
    A thud sounded as Kurvara’s feet hit the ground.  
 
    “Don’t underestimate them.” Her eyes stared straight into his. “If you underestimate them, you will be killed. Trust me on that.” 
 
    Before Aaron could respond, David, an older Sentinel in his late thirties, interrupted. “You’ve seen their ground combat, but have you seen much of their space?”  
 
    She shook her head. “Not much at all. We were too busy getting out alive. We saw their fleet, but didn’t see it in action.” 
 
    David nodded, understanding that they were truly going in blind against the Prazore. Aaron had been David’s student until Aaron was promoted a month ago.  
 
    “Aaron, I know this is your first war, but please listen to me when I say this. You need to keep your ego in check. You aren’t invincible, and we are going in blind. Don’t make me regret taking you along on this mission,” David said, not hiding the concern in his voice. 
 
    “The Council recommended I should go! I won’t disappoint you. I’ll prove I am worthy of being a Sentinel,” Aaron replied, full of confidence. 
 
    Kurvara couldn’t help but smile. “Just follow orders. Trust me when I say it may not only save your life, but the lives of others as well.” 
 
    “Speaking of orders, we should be getting them now,” David said. 
 
    They turned around to see Kane, Terminus, and Jorak coming their way.  
 
    “About time. They need to see these ships.” Kurvara picked up her pace. “You guys need to check out these ships. You need to know what you are flying before the Prazore arrive.” 
 
    Jorak nodded his head. “Of course. We should be flying top of the line. One great thing about being a part of the Academy is the top-notch equipment.”  
 
    “Before we do that, I think you guys should hear the plan,” Terminus cut in. “It is, after all, important.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    Jorak looked around to make sure everyone was gathered. “Hey! Everyone come over here, it’s briefing time!” he yelled to stragglers still examining their own ships.  
 
    After a minute, everyone had gathered. 
 
    Jorak did not speak. Instead he looked at Kane. This was Kane’s squadron. He needed to give the orders or he would not be respected as their leader. There was a pause as Kane realized that they were waiting on him.  
 
    “Well, uh, the plan is going to be pretty simple.”  
 
    He paused for a moment. Kane had done stuff like this many times before, but he had expected Jorak to speak. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves.  
 
    “We are not to leave the hangar until the Prazore engage in aggressive action. We are to watch their every move, and the moment they launch their Ascors, we launch.”  
 
    Another pause came as he thought about the wording to this next part.  
 
    “The moon defenses have been re-activated, which should hopefully surprise the Prazore. So, any questions?” 
 
    “I have one!” Aaron exclaimed, raising his hand. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Kane was surprised at the enthusiasm in Aaron’s voice. Personally, he was very nervous going into this fight. 
 
    “Why are we waiting for them to launch?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “We want to make sure everyone knows we did not start this war, that the Prazore engaged in the first action,” Kane said. “Any more questions?” 
 
    All he got was dead silence.  
 
    Guess that answers that, Kane thought, glad there was only the one question. 
 
    “We should all get some sleep,” Jorak said after a period of silence. “Trust me when I say we won’t be getting much for a while.”  
 
    Kane nodded his head in agreement. “Yeah. Everyone be back here in five hours. Do whatever you need to do to prepare. I recommend eating and sleep.” 
 
    Everyone walked off at that. Kane knew some would not go straight to sleep. He started to walk off. It did not surprise him to see Kurvara right by his side.  
 
    They walked in silence through the corridors. They were told where their quarters were, and Kane was going straight there. There was a lot of movement, excitement, and nervousness in the air. It was very difficult not to sense all the emotions. Even a novice in magic would notice.  
 
    “Is this affecting your nerves like mine?” Kurvara asked.  
 
    Kane waited as two more people walked by. “I assume you mean sensing how everyone is feeling?” 
 
    She nodded her head, moving aside as two men ran past. He didn’t respond immediately, but just kept walking. Kurvara didn’t want to push him and waited. She knew that he occasionally liked to take his time before responding. 
 
    “I would say yes. I try to tune it out, but it’s just no use. The nerves, excitement, everything about this is making me nervous.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Best way I have of dealing with it is to just ignore it. I’m lucky. Once the fighting starts, I can easily tune all that out.” 
 
    “That’s good, it makes more sense how you can do some of the things you do in stressful situations.” She paused for a moment. “I want you to know that I trust you, and I am glad you are leading this mission.” 
 
    Kurvara didn’t miss Kane’s face darting to the right, hiding the blush at her compliment. It was hard not to smile, knowing how easy it was to make him uncomfortable. 
 
    He didn’t respond to the compliment. Soon, they arrived at their quarters. He swiped his card to open the door. Jorak had made sure that Kane had been given his own quarters, since he was leading the squadron.  
 
    Kane stepped aside to let Kurvara in first. They both sat down on his bed. Kurvara laid back, then sat forward.  
 
    “So, this is what leadership gets you, a nice bed and a room with no one to bother you?”  
 
    “Yeah…” Kane replied lamely, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    All he could think about was the Prazore and how he would soon be leading a squadron into battle. The training simulations raced through his mind, and he wondered how the battle would go. How many people would he lose? Would they blame him?  
 
    Kurvara wrapped her arm around him. “You’ll do fine. Just follow your instincts out there. Promise me you won’t overthink all your decisions, ok?” 
 
    Kane turned his head to look into Kurvara’s green eyes. “That I can promise,” he replied, knowing it would be true. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took all Blade had to contain his frustration. The moment all the Sentinels spread out, he couldn’t hold it any longer.  
 
    “What do you mean I am not a part of the first attack? How come you get to go, but I have to wait!”  
 
    He couldn’t help but pace back and forth in anger. Layla watched, but said nothing, waiting for Mutieto’s response. 
 
    “Well!?” Blade threw his arms up, waiting for his Mentor’s response. “Say something. Explain to me why I am sitting back, while you get to fight the Prazore head on. I fought them too! You weren’t the only one!” 
 
    “Calm down.” Mutieto betrayed no emotion in his voice. He knew from the beginning that Blade would react this way. “Take a seat and I will explain.”  
 
    Mutieto motioned to the seat next to him. Blade shook his head in disgust, grabbed the chair, moved it so if faced Mutieto, and then sat down.  
 
    “Go,” Blade said. “I would love to see this logical explanation.”  
 
    Mutieto cleared his throat. “We need people with experience against the Prazore in all three stages of this attack. You are in the main ambush. The one I am a part of is a smaller group, as you are aware. There is no need for you to waste energy, when you will be doing most of the fighting in the second ambush, and during the retreat to our base.” 
 
    But Blade wasn’t buying it. “What about you? You are going to be the first to meet the Prazore. Then, when you get back to us, you’ll fight even more. I would do just as well as you, in all three places!” 
 
    A stern expression crossed Mutieto’s face. It was a look Blade rarely saw these days, but it used to scare him.  
 
    “That is where you are wrong,” Mutieto raised a finger. “Control your emotions and think logically. First, you have never been in a war zone. It is not a game out there, something you’ll realize soon enough. You have not seen what a real battle looks like. You will be far more exhausted than you think, once the fighting starts. This isn’t a training exercise. This isn’t a small mission. This is war.”  
 
    Mutieto paused for a moment, waiting to see if Blade would respond. After ten seconds, he continued.  
 
    “Second, this battle is going to push you beyond your limits, Blade, both mentally and physically. You will want to collapse. Men around you will want to give up. I need to see you in this environment before I can expect you to do as much as me. If you don’t realize that, then you may need to go back to the Academy for training. This will not be the first time you’ll dislike the orders I’ve given. If you can’t deal with it, you better let me know now.” 
 
    Layla watched Blade, eyeing his reaction.  
 
    She would never tell him this, but she agreed with Mutieto. Neither Layla nor Blade knew what was in store. Neither of them had the experience that Mutieto or many of the older Sentinels had. She was surprised that Mutieto’s words seemed to be reaching him. She could sense Blade’s anger fading. 
 
    There was a couple minutes of silence. Blade nodded his head.  
 
    “Fine. I can see your point.” Blade’s gaze dropped. “I’m sorry, I am acting irrationally right now. I just…”  
 
    He stood up.  
 
    “I just thought I would be fighting alongside you, starting with the first ambush,” Blade finished. 
 
    Mutieto knew Blade was being sincere. He knew Blade could be hotheaded, but when his student truly took a moment to think, he understood. A lack of patience was Blade’s biggest weakness, something Mutieto had tried hard to fix.  
 
    “Good,” Mutieto said. “Now enjoy the last hours of peace we have. And be ready.”  
 
    Blade watched his Mentor leave, but did not move. He noticed Layla staying where she was, remaining silent.  
 
    “How do you feel about not being a part of the first fifteen to meet the Prazore?” Blade asked, waiting until Mutieto was out of earshot. 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “Honestly I agree with him. He isn’t wrong. Neither of us have been in a real battle. Training can only prepare you so much.” 
 
    “I figured you’d understand Mutieto’s point quicker than I did. You’ve always been that way. I made myself look like a fool there.” 
 
    Layla couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh come on. We both know Mutieto was expecting it from you. How many times have you gotten mad at him during a mission?” 
 
    “A lot. I just figured sooner or later, I would learn my lesson. Guess some things can’t be taught, huh?” 
 
    For a while they just sat there. They were in a pretty secluded area. Still, a lot of noise could be heard. Soldiers yelling, equipment moving, vehicles being dropped in.  
 
    “Be honest with me. Do you think we can beat the Prazore here?” Layla asked. 
 
    Blade didn’t answer immediately, as he pondered the question. He had asked himself the same thing over and over, but didn’t know the answer.  
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I try to tell myself we’ll win, but I have doubts. The Prazore seem very organized. I think this battle will be decided in the air. If we get crushed up there, I don’t think we’ll be able hold off their ground assault. If our fleet can hold theirs, or even win, I think we’ll win this battle.” 
 
    Layla got up from her seat. “I wish I could have fought some of them before this. I don’t know what to expect. You guys all say the Prazore are fast, strong, and can do amazing things without using magic.”  
 
    She started pacing back and forth.  
 
    “Why do you think this will be settled in the air?” she asked. “Most of our rifles are useless. I mean explain to me how you think that?” 
 
    The smile disappeared from Blade’s face. He hadn’t realized just how worried Layla was, something unusual for her. He started speaking slowly, contemplating every word.  
 
    “It will be decided in the air because we have a lot of intelligence about their ground forces.” Blade paused, as he thought about the best way to expand on it. “For example, we know it takes a few shots in the same area of their armor to pierce through. We know their staffs can change from blunt, to sharp, and even ranged, in seconds. We know nothing at all about their space capabilities, and that is why I am more worried about the air battle than the ground. At least we have some information on their ground.” 
 
    Layla stopped her pacing, looking hard at Blade. There was no mistaking that Blade felt more confident on the ground. Unfortunately, it didn’t make her feel any better.  
 
    “I wish I could feel that way,” she said. “I am just so nervous that my friends in space might be evaporated, or we may all die defending this planet.” 
 
    Blade didn’t bother responding. There wasn’t much to say. There was nothing that he could do to make Layla feel better. Honestly there was nothing that would make him feel better, either. The closer the Prazore came, the worse the coldness in the pit of his stomach. Whatever was going to happen here, it wasn’t going to be good.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Kane woke feeling something heavy on his right arm. Kurvara and he had talked a bit before dozing off. He faintly remembered her head resting on his arm before he was out cold. His eyes darted to the clock, noticing that the Prazore should be arriving within the next two hours. 
 
    Kurvara’s head stirred as she woke too. She snapped straight up and turned to see Kane looking at her. Her face reddened.  
 
    “S-sorry about that. Didn’t mean to fall asleep on your arm.” She stood up quickly, walking over to her gear on the table. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry.” Kane stood up, scratching his head. “Really. I’m not at all.” 
 
    Kurvara didn’t get a chance to respond as alarms blared.  
 
    A loud beeping filled the entire ship, along with a voice. “All hands on deck. This is not a drill. I repeat. All hands on deck. This is not a drill.”  
 
    “No, no. They shouldn’t be here for two more hours!” Kane shook his head, putting his boots back on.  
 
    Kurvara didn’t respond as she grabbed her sword from the desk. She flung Kane’s sword to him, which he caught in his right hand.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s up, but we better get our asses to our ships,” she said.  
 
    It was chaos as everyone ran through the halls. It didn’t take long before Kane found people headed the same direction they were. Nobody said a word as the alarms kept blaring.  
 
    This is it. This is what I have been preparing for. This battle will determine how this war starts. Kane ran on. His grogginess had disappeared the moment those alarms blared. This had been what his dreams had been the past week along with his thoughts. Good luck down there, Blade. I have a feeling you need it as much as I do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade was leaning against a tree when he saw the fleet arrive. He walked out from under the tree to get a real look, and couldn’t believe how many ships jumped out of Warp Space. 
 
    “They’re early,” Layla said calmly.  
 
    “It seems their travel is faster than ours,” Blade said.  
 
    Yulara popped up behind them. She rested her hand on both their shoulders. “I guess so. We need to get everyone into position. Are you both ready?” 
 
    Blade and Layla nodded their heads without hesitation. “I want to get this over with, show these bastards that they didn’t need to start a war.”  
 
    “Good. Keep your ears open on the coms. The moment we hear from Mutieto, we want to be ready.” Yulara didn’t wait for a response as she rushed off to get everyone else into position. 
 
    Blade moved into position. The Prazore hadn’t launched any of their fighters yet, but once they did it wouldn’t be long. Everybody moved into position. 
 
    With how their weaponry was setup, there was only one logical location for the Prazore to land their ships, which made this ambush spot perfect. Nerves were starting to find their way, almost causing Blade to tremble.  
 
    Stop it. This isn’t your first combat mission. Keep it together.  
 
    He let out a deep breath, knowing the feeling wouldn’t go away until the fighting started. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nukan’s arms were crossed behind his back. He heard the beeping on the radar, indicating that ships were leaving Warp Space. It could only mean the Prazore had arrived sooner than expected.  
 
    A technician turned around. “Sir, we are reporting an armada of ships about to leave Warp Space, in approximately thirty seconds.”  
 
    There was a brief period of silence as Nukan stepped forward. He could feel all eyes on him, awaiting his orders. “Make sure everyone is prepared. Prepare a communication, once they arrive.” 
 
    The technicians prepared to open communications, then the Prazore fleet arrived. There were a few gasps of surprise at seeing so many ships just pop up. Nukan would never admit it, but even he was impressed. In his lifetime, there had never yet been a fleet so large.  
 
    The technician initiated the transmission. 
 
    “We’ve launched transmission…” the technician said.  
 
    There was a brief pause. 
 
    “They are responding back. Transmission on main screen…now.”  
 
    The screen loaded up, showing a Prazore staring directly into it. There was dead silence for a moment. Nukan stared the Prazore straight in the eye, hardly believing how menacing this one looked. His face had scars all over it, yet he looked completely at ease. The Prazore spoke first.  
 
    “Hello. My name is Vorka, the Warlord of this army. Judging from your looks, you are Grand Admiral Nukan.”  
 
    Vorka caught a look of surprise on Nukan’s face. Although it only flashed for a second, he took notice. Vorka went on. “What an honor to meet a man of your stature.” 
 
    Nukan didn’t want to give Vorka the satisfaction of an emotional response, making sure to keep all his emotions in check. “Indeed. Now how about we get to the point. There is no reason for us to go to war with one another.”  
 
    Nukan’s expression darkened. He knew deep down that this was going to be pointless, but he had to try to prevent this war from truly beginning.  
 
    “Why don’t we come to an agreement, and stop this war before it begins?” Nukan offered. 
 
    “I’m afraid that isn’t going to be possible, unless you feel you can surrender right now, by swearing your allegiance to the Supreme Overlord.”  
 
    There was no sarcasm in Vorka’s voice. Nukan could tell that instantly, which only confirmed his suspicions that there would be no way to prevent this conflict from starting. An anger swelled in his chest, just thinking of what happened to all the people on those planets. 
 
    “You know we won’t do that,” Nukan said. “What do you want? I am sure we can come to some sort of an arrangement. You’ve already made a bad impression by attacking many of our planets without even speaking to us.”  
 
    “You’re right. I do know that you won’t do that,” Vorka responded, his expression showing a hint of disappointment. “Unfortunately, that is why we conquered your outer edge planets beforehand. We knew what would result from this conversation before it ever happened. We have been gathering information from this side of the galaxy for a long time. But there is no need to go any further. I give you ten minutes to change your mind. If I hear nothing in that time, then I will have no choice but to attack. If you really value your men’s lives, you’ll surrender.”  
 
    The transmission went dead. A cold fury coursed through Nukan’s body. He could only imagine what was going to happen to the prisoners, but there was no choice. Hopefully fear would make his soldiers fight harder, hopefully to victory. 
 
    Nukan turned around, walking quickly to the comlink. “Make sure everyone in the fleet can hear what I am about to say.” He did not slow down as he spoke. 
 
    “It’s been done, Sir.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The room remained silent as Vorka’s transmission ended. Every Prazore in the fleet was excited for this battle. They had been talking about it for years, as the anticipation grew until they were ready. Vorka couldn’t help but feel the same way. Of course nobody else knew that. It had been so long since his last war that his blood boiled for this one to begin. The years of preparation, spying, gathering, and patience were about to pay off.  
 
    “Are we really going to wait ten minutes?” Yaqul asked. His fingers were twitching on his staff.  
 
    “Yes. We’ve been patient for so long we can wait ten more minutes.”  
 
    In truth, Vorka felt Yaqul’s impatience, but as a leader he could not show eagerness or let it get to him. From all his studies of previous warlords, the biggest mistakes they made were impatience and wanting to fight all the time. This would not be his undoing.  
 
    “Prepare to activate shields,” Vorka said. 
 
    There was no immediate response, as they powered up. Vorka really wanted to smile. The Alliance was going to be in for a surprise when the shields powered up. These would be the slowest ten minutes of his life. It didn’t escape his notice that all the warriors on the bridge were getting antsy, but they remained silent. 
 
    “Yaqul, I need you to deploy to the ground with the rest of the men. You are going to be my eyes and ears down there.” 
 
    Yaqul tried his best to contain his excitement. He bowed. “Yes, Warlord. I will update you the moment we get on the ground.” 
 
    Vorka nodded his head. “Good. Better run there now, as we are launching in five minutes.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Vorka knew Yaqul would run as fast as he could to the nearest transport. It reminded him of his younger days, when Vorka’s commander had told him to prepare. He’d never forget the feeling of his first kill, how satisfying it felt to outmaneuver his opponent. The sound of the enemy’s terror, the sound of his staff piercing flesh. What he wouldn’t give to be one of the first down there. 
 
    “It’s time. Launch all fighters.”  
 
    Vorka turned to the nearest warrior. “Activate the shields.”  
 
    Vorka watched as the shields activated. Fighters were starting to fill their field of view as they launched from the cruisers. Vorka finally allowed himself a smile. After so many years, the war they had all been waiting for had begun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane was sitting in his ship, fiddling with his thumbs. His knee bounced up and down as he waited for the command to launch. The ship was on, engine humming and yet it still seemed so quiet. He was ready to go the moment they got the order. All his training couldn’t help the anxiety that was in him. This was his first official mission leading a squadron. They were going to be known as Shadow Squadron, a name he liked a lot. Static went through his comlink, and then a familiar voice came through.  
 
    “This is Grand Admiral Nukan. I am just updating you on my discussion with the leader of the Prazore.”  
 
    There was a pause. Kane stopped fidgeting as he strained to hear every word that came over the comlink.  
 
    “Their leader’s name is Vorka. Unfortunately, the only way he will not attack us is if we surrender to his fleet, bow to their Supreme Overlord, and follow what they say. Vorka told me he is going to start their attack in eight minutes. The moment we see movement on their end, all fighters are ordered to launch.”  
 
    Another pause.  
 
    Kane had a feeling the Prazore weren’t going to be swayed by words. “It’s time to kick some ass. Show these bastards what we’re made of!” 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile as he heard cheers, faintly, in the background, even over the humming of the engines in the hangar. It felt like forever, but eventually they were given the command to launch. Without a second thought, he pulled forward, launching into space. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto was in a cliff, hidden well from anything in the air. Before he moved out to the first ambush point, Travis and Mutieto had decided to make slight modifications to the plan. After deliberation it was decided to skip the mines for this part so that when the major fighting started, the mines could be more of a surprise. They had also decided to have only fifteen warriors of the Orlion Academy to start off.  
 
    Everyone in the first ambush were carrying high powered sniper rifles. These rifles would pierce the Prazore armor. The downside was that the rifles were bolt action, and had a hell of a kick when fired. The goal was to take down a few in the leading wave, then run back to the main point of ambush.  
 
    Mutieto raised his wrist comlink to his face. “Everyone, get into position. The Prazore have officially launched.”  
 
    Mutieto was in command, and nobody would retreat until he gave the go ahead. All of them watched as the fighting in space began.  
 
    It didn’t take long before transport ships broke through to the surface of the planet. The moment Prazore ships got into range of the AA guns, the silence turned into chaos. Explosions erupted in the sky as shells exploded. Mutieto was very happy to see that the Prazore transports were just as vulnerable to AA fire as their own. The Prazore seemed to realize that they would have to land a bit farther back from their position than they had anticipated. A couple more transport ships were blown out of the sky. Everything was going according to plan. 
 
    “All right guys. Expect contact within ten minutes or so. Hope you all enjoyed the relaxation,” Mutieto said.  
 
    “Copy that,” Dren responded. 
 
    As transports arced lower for landing, one exploded as it went too far forward, heading straight toward them. Mutieto could have easily modified its course if he nudged it with magic, but he couldn’t or it might give the Prazore an idea that there were people here. It whistled as it flew to the ground at a terrifying speed. That’s going to land very close to me, Mutieto thought. 
 
    Mutieto didn’t flinch as the ship soared over, landing thirty feet or so away.  
 
    “Everyone stay where you are, I am going to make sure there are no survivors,” Mutieto said over his comlink. 
 
    Hopefully, there would be no survivors. If there were, the warriors should be injured. Mutieto would need to finish them before any of the warriors could report that they survived. 
 
    Mutieto put the gun down, running toward the downed craft. He pulled his sword out of its sheathe. He could sense two warriors ahead. They felt weak, which meant they were definitely injured. The moment he got to the ship, one of the doors cracked open. 
 
    A warrior stumbled forward, blood running down its head. The warrior didn’t have any chance to look around as a sword pierced through its back, coming out the chest. He didn’t even grunt as he slid lifelessly to the ground.  
 
    Mutieto didn’t waste time waiting for the second one to come out. He rushed inside the transport. The warrior Mutieto found was huffing, his arm clutched to his chest. His eyes widened in surprise. All he could do was raise one of his arms, then his arm and head were lopped off in one blow. The head and arm flopped to the ground with a thud.  
 
    Mutieto couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief.  
 
    That could not have gone better, unless they had already been dead.  
 
    “We’re clear,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade fidgeted as he saw the battle raging above. It was not hard to miss the bright explosions. Unfortunately, it was hard to tell who was winning. Then transport ships started breaking the atmosphere. His mouth was agape at how many ships were zooming straight toward them. That was when the anti-air guns started firing. From then on, it was constant bangs. The silence from a moment ago was gone. 
 
    “It won’t be long now,” Layla said quietly, fingering her gun. 
 
    The only thing that he was concerned about at this moment was Mutieto. While he understood his Mentor’s reasoning, he hated not being there with him.  
 
    Layla’s hand wrapped around his. “He’ll be all right. Worrying about him isn’t going to help him, or help us once the fighting starts.” 
 
    Blade lowered his gaze. “I know, but I can’t help it. Once the Prazore reach this area, I’ll be too focused to worry about him.” 
 
    Layla let go of his hand, forcing him to look her in the eye. “Don’t do anything reckless. We’ll beat them back together, all right?” 
 
    That got a smile out of him. “I won’t. We’ll show these Prazore who they’re messing with.” 
 
    “Looks like the Prazore realized they couldn’t land so close.”  
 
    All he did was nod his head. It was comforting that the Prazore wouldn’t be able to bypass the first ambush. Blade knew the alien force was testing defenses. It made him feel good seeing the transports getting shot down.  
 
    His gaze looked at the spot where Mutieto and his men would come out after the initial attack. It was a wide canyon, but there was only one way in and out of the canyon, so they wouldn’t have to worry about flanks. If his men focused their fire, all of them should be able to kill quite a few of the warriors.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve got movement,” Macana said over the comlink. 
 
    “Copy. Everyone get in position,” Mutieto responded immediately, climbing back behind his cover with his rifle pressed against his shoulder, the barrel on top of a boulder. “Do not open fire until I say so. I repeat. Do not open fire until I say so.”  
 
    He could sense a lot of Prazore incoming. Mutieto’s group needed to get off at least 3-4 shots before retreating, for this to be worth it. If it wasn’t for the explosions, it would be silent as they waited. His finger hovered above the trigger. Any moment the first ones would be in view. 
 
    As if on cue, the first warriors marched into view. They were moving in formation at a quick pace. Mutieto couldn’t believe how big the warriors were. The average warrior was huge by human standards. The really big ones looked very intimidating.  
 
    These must be some of their elite. They look more intimidating than the ones I saw on Sarus.  
 
    Mutieto let out a deep breath as more and more warriors came into view. Everything grew silent around him, as if someone had turned the sound off. All he could focus on was the warrior in his scope. 
 
    “Fire.” Mutieto pulled the trigger. All sound returned as the loud report of rifles filled the area. He watched as his shot nailed the warrior straight through his upper left chest, killing him instantly. 
 
    The Prazore bolted straight for cover, looking for the source of the shots. Another loud bang filled the area as a few more warriors were dropped. That was all the Prazore needed before they started barking orders in their own language. 
 
    A sense of danger came over him, causing him to duck behind cover, just in time. A laser shot straight past him, hitting the spot where his head has been a moment ago. Damn that was fast.  
 
    “That’s all we can do. Pull back!” He slung the rifle across his back, pulled out his sword and stood up. As expected another laser came his way, which he intercepted with his sword. Mutieto looked around to make sure everyone was getting out of there. 
 
    “Fuck. I’m hit!” A voice sounded through his comlink.  
 
    “Keep it together Macana. I’m coming,” Mutieto said. That was when he saw Macana laying on the ground with blood splattered around him. 
 
    Mutieto jumped down from his hiding spot, not bothering to deflect the blasts that headed his way. His feet landed hard and he immediately jumped again, across toward Macana. The sound of lasers hitting rocks could be heard. He heard a couple rifles go off, causing Mutieto to look in their direction. He was shocked to see two Prazore warriors dead near the spot where Macana hid. How the hell did they get there so fast? 
 
    “Mutieto, you better hurry up. More warriors are coming, and they know we don’t have many here.” 
 
    Mutieto didn’t bother responding as he rushed over to Macana, deflecting the occasional bolt that would have hit him. As soon as he got near, he ducked his head behind cover. On a brief glance, he knew that Macana was going to need medical attention. Macana lay on the ground with blood pouring from a wound to his stomach, and to his right shoulder.  
 
    “Stay with me.” Mutieto put both his hands on Macana and lifted him over his shoulder. “We’ll get you out of here. Focus on slowing your blood loss.” 
 
    Macana didn’t respond, his breathing ragged as he focused on slowing the blood loss from his wounds.  
 
    “Cover me. We’re coming!” Mutieto yelled into his comlink, bolting toward their exit. 
 
    Lucky for him, it was easy to stay behind cover, so he didn’t have to pull his sword out as he stayed low with Macana draped over his shoulder. Mutieto was cursing the situation. None of them were supposed to get hit. He definitely didn’t think Macana would be the one to get hit, but there was nothing he could do about it now.  
 
    Mutieto finally reached the rest of the group. “We need to get him medical attention as soon as we can. Someone will have to get him to base.”  
 
    He turned around to measure the advance of the Prazore, who had already started moving again, faster than before. “We need to let the rest of them know to expect the Prazore in ten minutes.”  
 
      
 
    Upon leaving the hangar, there was a strange field around the Prazore ships. The force fields that surrounded the fleet of the Prazore took Kane by surprise. It just seemed an inefficient way to fight in space. While they couldn’t take damage, neither could they dish it out. The only thing that he noticed was that their ships could exit the force field while it was active, something the Alliance ships could not do. As if to prove his observation, the Prazore were firing through the force field at Alliance ships. The Alliance returned fire, which did nothing as the force field absorbed the shots.  
 
    Guess it isn’t as inefficient as ours. Kane thought, moments before he was in range of enemy ships.  
 
    “Shadows, stay close to me and try not to get isolated!” His fingers pressed the trigger, bullets flying. 
 
    It didn’t take long before his bullets pierced an Ascor, causing it to spin out of control and explode. His breath came out as he realized that he had been holding it. 
 
    He jerked his throttle to the right to avoid a few lasers, barely missing a head-on collision with another ship. Kane saw a couple Ascors on a fellow pilot, followed behind, and shot them down before they could take anyone down. That was when he noticed that he had two Prazore ships behind him. He jerked to the right, left, then straight down, but couldn’t lose them. 
 
    “I’ve got you, lead.” Terminus’s voice came over the comlink. A moment later both ships were no longer behind him.  
 
    “Thanks,” Kane said into his comlink.  
 
    While the fighters were evenly matched, it was different for the capital ships. Kane could tell the Alliance was getting smashed. They couldn’t get through the Prazore force field, and the moon defenses were useless with force fields protecting them.  
 
    There has to be a weakness to those shields. He spun as a missile passed right by him. Kane flicked the switch and shot a couple missiles, seeing the explosions as they hit another Ascor. 
 
    “Shit, I have three on me!” It was Shadow Two, the Sentinel Rork.  
 
    “I’ve got you Shadow two.” The voice of Kurvara came over the comlink.  
 
    Kane couldn’t wait to hear the rest and kept firing. He did catch a thanks over the comlink, which could only be a good sign. 
 
    A bright flash appeared out of nowhere. Kane turned and saw that two of their capital ships were going down. One had been cut straight in half, while the other was obliterated. His eyes grew determined. If they didn’t take those force fields down, they would lose this battle. 
 
    “Shit,” Terminus said over the comlink. “It seems whatever weapon the Prazore just used needs about ten minutes to charge and then we lose a capital ship.” 
 
    “We need to find a weakness to those shields. If we can’t figure it out, then we need to get out of here,” Jorak responded. 
 
    Kane didn’t say anything, but was thinking the same thing. There had to be a weakness. Everything had a weakness. But where was it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is A1 to A2. Ten minutes until arrival.”  
 
    At the sound of Mutieto’s voice, Blade’s adrenaline started pumping. Ten minutes and the Prazore would be here. That meant Mutieto should be getting back within eight minutes, giving him a two-minute window to get into position.  
 
    “We’ve got one wounded. He’ll need immediate evac,” Mutieto continued. 
 
    “Copy that. We’ll have a jeep ready to go once you arrive,” Yulara said over the comlink. 
 
    “Travis, can you get one of your men in a jeep to drive wounded back?” Yulara asked. 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” Travis turned to the nearest soldier. “Jones, get your ass in that jeep. Drive the wounded back to base and get back here.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Jones responded, bolting toward the nearest one. 
 
    “I wonder who was injured,” Layla wondered aloud. 
 
    Blade shook his head. “No idea. Hopefully they’ll recover.”  
 
    He felt a little guilty not being overly concerned about the wounded person, but the relief that Mutieto was not wounded took over that feeling. 
 
    Eight minutes passed quickly as the Sentinels from the ambush ran straight past them. They rushed to get Macana in a jeep. Blade was impressed. Mutieto and his men had arrived at almost eight minutes exactly. A few went straight for their positions, rifles locked on the position they had just come from.  
 
    “Here they come!” Dren said, cocking his rifle. 
 
    That was when the Prazore emerged, rushing headlong, only a minute behind Mutieto. The moment the warriors appeared, all hell broke loose. The snipers took their shots, taking down a few immediately. Blade felt his rifle kicking into his shoulder as he pulled the trigger.  
 
    A few moments later, a Prazore warrior triggered a mine. A gigantic explosion erupted. Smoke filled the air, making it hard to see anything past where the mines were located. Blade kept firing, ignoring the gust of wind and dust. All he could see were explosions, smoke, and the sounds of gunfire. 
 
    “KEEP FIRING!” someone yelled.  
 
    Blade didn’t know who it was, but kept firing until no more bullets came out. “Reloading!” he exclaimed, jamming another clip into his rifle. 
 
    More explosions erupted as mines went off. Blade was wondering how the Prazore were doing in there. All he could see was a thick cloud of dust, but the Prazore weren’t firing back. There were screams, along with howls of pain. He couldn’t help but find it interesting that nobody had emerged from the smoke yet.  
 
    They must be trying to examine where all the mines are before proceeding, instead of rushing mindlessly.  
 
    Blade was impressed at their discipline. That was when another set of explosions erupted. 
 
    If they aren’t emerging through the smoke, how are those mines being set off?  
 
    Blade couldn’t help having a bad feeling that the rest of the mines were not blowing the Prazore up anymore. 
 
    He could sense Prazore in the smoke. Gritting his teeth, he raised his hand and motioned right, causing some of the smoke to drift away. Blade noticed something silver in one of the Prazore’s hands. The warrior threw it in the air. The metal circle floated in the air for a split second and then slammed forward, causing another mine to explode. More smoke erupted in the air, making that warrior hidden again. 
 
    Blade raised his comlink. “The Prazore are detonating the mines with some sort of tracker!” 
 
    Nobody responded, but Blade could sense the surprise in some of the soldiers. That didn’t stop any of them from firing their weapons blindly into the smoke, as more and more mines erupted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Prazore are detonating the mines with some sort of tracker!” Mutieto heard over his comlink.  
 
    Damn they adapted fast. What the hell are we dealing with here?  
 
    This was not going to be an easy battle, let alone war. It surprised him how fast the Prazore had adapted to both ambushes. He reached down to his belt, grabbed two grenades, and chucked them into the smoke. A loud bang erupted as the grenades exploded. The blast sent one of the Prazore out of the smoke. The warrior was dead. He slammed into the ground with half his body torn apart. 
 
    Before Mutieto could reload his weapon for the third time, a bunch of bodies started running through the smoke. The smoke had provided more of an advantage to the Prazore.  
 
    “Everyone, get ready!” Mutieto hollered into his comlink, pulling out his sword. 
 
    The plan was for all the Sentinels of the Academy to take on any charging Prazore, to keep them away from the soldiers. The Prazore were shooting back, and charging toward close range.  
 
    Two warriors were closing in on Mutieto and were both taken down by snipers. One of them fell with a hole through his chest. The other collapsed with his head torn apart. Then they got in range.  
 
    “Come on you bastards,” Mutieto muttered as he swung his sword at the closest warrior. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yulara’s blade was a blur as she swung it at the two closest warriors. Their movements were fluid and swift. They were masters of close range combat. Fortunately, so was she.  
 
    A staff came toward her head. She ducked, then intercepted another blow. She noticed an opening to a warrior’s right side. Not one to miss an opportunity, her blade struck, causing the warrior to snarl and counter. Yulara couldn’t help but smile as she dodged the attack, then slammed her sword directly into his back. The warrior fell forward with a roar of pain. She barely got her sword in position to block another attack to her backside. 
 
    The warrior snarled something in his own language.  
 
    “Just remember, you started it,” she replied calmly, continuing her attack. The warrior tried to block all her blows but was no match for her speed. Yulara hit him on the arm, the leg, and finally slashed her blade across his throat. He fell, gurgling as blood poured out his throat. 
 
    She didn’t have time to savor victory as she saw two Sentinels fighting warriors, and one of them was struggling. Unfortunately, another warrior ran in front of her, making a stab. Yulara leaned back, the Prazore’s staff just barely missing her throat. She didn’t have time for this. She heard a scream of pain behind the warrior. She reached her left arm back, slamming it forward. The warrior didn’t expect her move and flew backward, flying straight into the blade of Mutieto. 
 
    Yulara saw that someone had lost an arm, and the warrior was about to finish him off. She raised her left hand, focusing on stopping the staff in mid-air. She succeeded. The staff stopped in midair. The warrior looked dumbfounded at what was happening to his weapon. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. Another warrior came from behind and lopped the Sentinel’s head straight from his shoulders. The other Sentinel turned, barely blocking a blow, but was able to disarm the warrior and slash his throat. 
 
    “We’ve got to pull back a bit, we are getting overrun,” Mutieto said, as he stood next to Yulara. His breath came in gasps, blood splattered across his sword and clothes. 
 
    She didn’t respond as she surveyed the area. Mutieto was right. They were getting overrun. Yulara turned to him.  
 
    “I agree. We need to fall back. You order everyone back. I am going to see if I can get some support.”  
 
    She didn’t wait for his response as she put her wrist comlink to her face.  
 
    “Yulara to fleet. Can anyone read me?” There was a brief moment of silence before she received a response. 
 
    “This is Admiral Fletcher. I hear you loud and clear.” 
 
    “Admiral, we need air support now! Our coordinates are—” 
 
    She was cut off before she could finish. “Sorry, we don’t have any ships available. W—” He broke off for a moment. “We are having a rough time up here as it is. You’ll have to manage without air support for now. Admiral Fletcher out.” He shut off communication before Yulara could respond. 
 
    Although there was no surprise in that response, she couldn’t help but mutter a curse. “Time for plan B,” Yulara muttered, knowing they needed to get back to base. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Terminus’s ship rocked as an explosion appeared next to him. Momentarily, the ship spiraled out of control. With a bit of skill and luck, Terminus was able to straighten out again. Too close. We have to make headway somehow. His hands were gripping the stick tightly as he rolled to avoid an incoming Ascor.  
 
    So far, the space battle had been going terribly. No matter what the Alliance tried, they were getting destroyed. If they couldn’t get rid of the enemy shields on their capital ships, the Alliance would have to retreat, or risk not having that option later.  
 
    His finger held down the trigger as an enemy pilot crossed his path. Terminus saw his bullets rip through the cockpit, killing the pilot while the Ascor kept flying forward.  
 
    “Shadows watch out. We have a lot of company.” Kane’s voice came through the comlink. 
 
    Kane, why did the Council want you to lead this so badly? Why couldn’t they wait?  
 
    So far, Terminus hadn’t seen anything extraordinary from Kane. Nothing that made this situation any better. Sure, he was a great pilot, and his leading was doing fine, but why have a teenager lead against an unknown enemy?  
 
    There has to be a reason. The battle’s not over yet.  
 
    Out of nowhere, he felt a sense of danger straight ahead. Without thinking, Terminus slammed his throttle down, diving just in time. In what could only be described as amazing, a huge beam of light had erupted directly from one of the Prazore capital ships. The beam of light destroyed everything in its path, then slammed directly into one of the Alliance capital ships. There was nothing they could do as the ship ripped apart.  
 
    “What the fuck was that!?” someone yelled. 
 
    “Keep calm, Shadow Seven. It came from that ship ahead,” Jorak responded calmly. 
 
    Terminus couldn’t believe how strong that beam was.  
 
    It must need to gather energy before it fires. Otherwise why not fire another until all our ships are destroyed?  
 
    “I think we need to find a way around those shields. Anyone have any ideas?” Terminus asked.  
 
    “I believe so.”  
 
    To Terminus’s surprise, it was Kane that had responded.  
 
    “Shadows, regroup and follow me,” Kane said. “I believe there is a weakness to the side.”  
 
    What can he be planning? To the side? How is that going to help in taking out the shields?  
 
    If this had been anybody else, Terminus would take control of the squadron right now. For some reason, there was something stopping him. Something he couldn’t explain. 
 
    He flicked open a private channel to Kane. “This is Terminus on a private comlink. Care to explain your plan?” 
 
    “Those shields have to have a weakness. That’s a lot of power required to have a shield that big and if it has a weakness, it has to be on the side.”  
 
    “You’re going to risk our lives because there might be a weakness?” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. If we don’t do something to try and take those shields down we’ll lose this fight anyway.”  
 
    He has a point. Terminus took a moment before responding. “I guess I can’t argue with that. I will recall us if I think it’s too dangerous,” Terminus responded. 
 
    “Fine, let’s just get going and hope I’m right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A pang of guilt ripped through Kane for a moment, as he realized that three fighters from his squadron had died. David, Padrone, Larik. Three people dead.  
 
    I can’t think of that now. If I can’t focus, then Terminus would be correct in taking control of the squadron. 
 
    Kane’s hand firmly gripped the stick as he kept flying. “Shadows, take a look for anything you think is a weakness in the shields.”  
 
    There were enemy ships coming their way.  
 
    “Scratch that,” Kane ordered. “Engage those ships. Shadow Two and Three, stay with me.”  
 
    Shadow Two was Jorak. Three was Terminus. Kane knew that one of them would find a weakness.  
 
    “I’ve got two Ascors behind me!”  
 
    Kurvara! Kane almost turned to locate her before stopping himself. 
 
    I can’t put her life above everyone else, especially this mission. I can only hope someone can save-  
 
    Kane stopped mid thought as he sensed the tension in Kurvara drain.  
 
    “Got the bastards. You’re all clear, Shadow Six,” Kurvara said over the comlink. 
 
    “Terminus, Jorak,” Kane called out. “Help me get a scan on this side of the ship. I think I see a potential weakness but want fleet to verify before we get much closer to those ships.” 
 
    “On it,” Jorak replied. 
 
    Terminus didn’t say anything, but Kane knew that he was following the order as well.  
 
    Before Kane could initiate his own scan, a blast of energy hit his wing. Instantly, his ship began to spiral out of control. Maintaining his cool, he hit his thrusters and jammed the stick to the right. The ship blasted forward and straightened out. In the next moment, an Ascor flew right past him.  
 
    Kane turned his ship to the left and followed the Ascor. It didn’t take long for Kane to notice that this pilot was good, he was dodging all his shots with ease, while moving to avoid being locked on. 
 
    The Prazore was leading him closer and closer to the capital ships. He bit his lower lip. If he pursued much farther, he would come within range of the Prazore capital ships. Kane did not stop. He wanted to take this Ascor down. 
 
    “Kane! Break pursuit now!” Jorak said.  
 
    Kane ignored Jorak and kept going.  
 
    “Come on. Just one more…” Kane smiled as he got the lock and fired his missiles. Before his missiles collided with their intended target, Kane saw something on one of the capital ships that he knew for a fact was powering the shields.  
 
    This was it. He activated a scanner that would locate sources of power and where the power lead. This was going to be the answer they had been looking for. Still, he wanted to be sure, before risking all their lives to destroy it. He turned his ship around, while opening a channel to Admiral Nukan.  
 
    “Admiral, get this file scanned immediately,” Kane said, as he transferred the file. “I believe I found a weakness in that shield.” 
 
    “I’ll have someone take a look in a moment,” the Admiral replied. “You guys need to get back to us now.” 
 
    “What? Why? If you verify this, we can—” 
 
    “We’re ordering a retreat. Get your asses over here now, or you’ll be left behind.”  
 
    Nukan didn’t wait for a response, and disconnected from the communication. 
 
    There was nothing Kane could do alone. Frustration started coming to him as he realized that they were leaving the ground forces on their own, without air support. Leaving them open to Prazore bombings. 
 
    “Shadows, pull back to the ships,” he said. 
 
    A deep sadness came over him. He really wished that he didn’t have to say these last words.  
 
    “We’re retreating, on Admiral Nukan’s orders.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whoosh! Blade barely ducked the blow that would have taken off his head. He popped back up, slashing his blade at his opponent’s head, who blocked it with his staff. Before Blade could react, he felt the air leave his lungs as a foot slammed into his stomach. He fell to the ground with a hard thud. 
 
    The moment he hit the ground, Blade half turned, hearing a hard smack on the ground where he had been. The warrior had to turn and block a side attack from Layla.  
 
    That gave the opening Blade needed. With his left hand, he focused a blast of fire at his opponent. The warrior gasped in surprise, before starting to scream as first his legs, then his upper body, caught fire. 
 
    Not getting a second to breath, Blade sensed danger on his right. He tried his best to avoid the attack, but felt a sharp pain across his side as a staff pierced skin. A gasp of pain escaped him. Luckily, the staff had only grazed the skin. He knocked the staff aside as the Prazore warrior tried another attack. Then his sword took the head right off the warrior. 
 
    Layla’s back brushed against his. Both of them were breathing hard, blood covering their bodies. They had received cuts, but most of the blood came from their enemies.  
 
    “I don’t know how much longer we can hold this position,” she said, breathing deeply. 
 
    Blade let out a deep breath. “I imagine any moment—”  
 
    He didn’t try to say anything else as a warrior charged him. He blocked the first few blows before Layla’s sword struck the warrior on the side. Blade finishing him off with a stab through the chest. 
 
    He yanked the sword out of the warrior’s body. It was red with blood. They had lost so many people in this ambush. Fallen soldiers and Prazore littered the ground. Out of the twenty-nine Sentinels at this combat position, sixteen had been killed, with another three wounded. 
 
    Yulara’s voice came over Blade’s comlink. “Everyone retreat! We need to get out of here now!”  
 
    “About fucking time,” a nearby soldier said, clutching his side where he had been shot. 
 
    Blade couldn’t help but agree with the man. This battle had gone much differently than he had expected. Training could only prepare you so much for something like this. He thought that his missions and simulations might have prepared him better, but he was wrong. Now he understood why Mutieto debated about letting him come here. 
 
    Layla’s hand gripped him.  
 
    “Blade, we need to get out of here now, we are overrun,” she said, pulling him toward a nearby jeep.  
 
    He didn’t bother to respond as they both bolted for it. Explosions erupted everywhere. People were still firing as people retreated, with some of them taken down by staff, or by stray shots. Blade and Layla reached the jeep and hopped in the back. The driver waited a moment longer as three other soldiers jumped on board.  
 
    One of the soldiers smacked the side of the jeep. “Get us the hell out of here, now!”  
 
    The driver slammed his foot on the gas, dust flying as they drove away. Blade couldn’t help but let out a breath of relief, even if only for a moment. That was when he looked up and noticed that the Alliance fleet was no longer there.  
 
    “What the hell? They just left us!?” a soldier said, having noticed as well. 
 
    Blade didn’t let it show, but he was very concerned now about their survival. While the shields would protect them from bombings, how long would it be until they were overrun by Prazore, and that shield was destroyed?  
 
    Were all of them going to die?  
 
    He shook his head. This was not the time to think of such things. He needed to be strong. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Yaqul watched as the Alliance troops drove out of sight. The Alliance ambush had done more damage than he had thought possible, but not as much as the Alliance had hoped for, no doubt.  
 
    Yaqul smiled, knowing that the Alliance had anticipated the mines doing more damage, but this was nothing new to the Prazore. They had not tried to pursue, as their land vehicles hadn’t had a chance to land. Now that they had a good open area of control, they would be able to safely land. 
 
    Yaqul looked up, watching as the Alliance fleet disappeared from view. The timing could not have been better. This would demoralize the Alliance ground forces and leave them open to bombings. His smile widened further at that. Now the ground forces would have to stay behind their shields, which made them easy targets. 
 
    A Prazore warrior ran up. “We have the shields ready. Should we activate?” 
 
    He nodded his head. “Yes. I’ll speak to the fleet and let them know they are cleared to land.”  
 
    Without waiting for a response, he pulled out his corrier. After a moment Vorka answered.  
 
    “Warlord,” Yaqul began, bowing his head, “we have activated the shield, and are clear for landing.” 
 
    “You have done well. How many warriors fell?” 
 
    “We estimate over one hundred and twenty so far, if we include the transports that were shot down. Seventy on the ground. We haven’t had time to get a detailed count yet.” 
 
    “Hmm…that is more than I expected.” There was a brief pause. “Did they do anything tricky?” 
 
    “Yes, there were two ambushes waiting for our warriors. Their first one was a very small force of snipers. We lost perhaps seventeen warriors. The second involved planted mines. A lot of soldiers were waiting for us.” 
 
    “I see. Make sure not to repeat that mistake and let yourselves get ambushed again.” 
 
    “Yes, Warlord.”  
 
    Yaqul bowed as the transmission ended. He put the corrier back in his pocket and watched as the shield activated, shooting straight up in the air. It was a one-way shield, designed to stop anti-air guns from shooting down transports. The Alliance could attempt to destroy the shield, but they would have to initiate an attack to do it. Yaqul laughed a little imagining how the Alliance would react once the siege started. 
 
    There would be a halt in forward progress for a bit. They needed to get additional supplies down to the ground. Once they redeployed their forces and marched, it would be no time before the Alliance was under constant attack. With their fleet gone, none of them could retreat. If Yaqul could break their defenses before the Alliance came back to pick up their soldiers, this could be a very quick war. 
 
    A hand slapped him on the back.  
 
    “Well done, Yaqul. Glad you could experience the thrill of a battle,” The warrior Xurak roared. “How many did you kill?”  
 
    “Three, maybe four at range. I killed two others by knocking one’s head off, and stabbing the other through the chest.” 
 
    “What a rookie. I got at least eight, with most being close kills.” Xurak pulled out his staff. “My staff even tasted the blood of a Sentinel. Took his arm right off, before he got away with the help of another. Gave me a nice memory, here.”  
 
    Xurak pointed to his left arm, where a chunk of it was missing. 
 
    Yaqul laughed. “He got you good, huh? Better get some regenerative tissue on that soon.” 
 
    Xurak waved his arm in response. “I know. Just waiting until the supplies get here before I do so. I can’t wait to find him again,” Xurak said, licking his lips. 
 
    “How strong was he?” 
 
    Xurak raised his eyebrow, thinking for a moment. “I’ll admit he was stronger than I thought. He was a lot more challenging than the Alliance soldiers, but nothing spectacular.”  
 
    He itched his left arm near the spot where the chunk was missing.  
 
    Xurak continued. “I would say they are very overrated. If that is the reason the Alliance brags, we will destroy these Academies with ease.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The jeep screeched to a stop. Blade, Layla, and everyone else jumped out.  
 
    Blade stopped the energy that was coursing in him. Once he stopped using magic, he almost collapsed. He did his best not to let it show.  
 
    Now was not the time to collapse. Medics were dragging the wounded out of jeeps, and he was not wounded. 
 
    “You need some rest,” Layla said, putting her arm around his shoulders. 
 
    That was when he noticed a cut on her leg. “You’re hurt.” It was a statement that came automatically.  
 
    She looked at him with a smile.  
 
    “So are you.” She winced as she moved her leg. “It’s not bad. Just need to take a breather.”  
 
    That was when Blade felt a flash of pain in his side. He had forgotten about the staff attack until now. The magic that had been coursing through his body had made him forget about it.  
 
    “Me too.” Blade turned his head, seeing a small gash. The blood had already dried. There was just a bit of pain when moving.  
 
    “We all need some rest,” Mutieto said, walking over. He had no wounds on his body unlike so many others. “The Prazore have put some sort of force field up to allow their ships to land closer.” He pointed at the shield that now lit the sky. “I estimate we have at least a few hours before they get here. Hopefully our fleet comes back for us, before it’s too late.” 
 
    Blade nodded his head in agreement. If the fleet didn’t come back, then this war was already lost. “It’s a good thing we planned for this.”   
 
    Mutieto followed them over, taking his seat on a nearby bench. “Yes. It’s always good to prepare for the worst, something we always hope to avoid.” A tired sigh escaped his lips as he closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the building behind him. “I won’t lie to you. I am worried about how long we can defend this base.” 
 
    Blade looked down at the ground. He hadn’t thought about it, but he knew they could last a decent amount of time. They had the weapons and a solid defense. If the Prazore did break them, they would lose a lot of warriors, at least.  
 
    Footsteps approached. Blade turned to see Travis.  
 
    “We have reports that the Prazore are landing supplies. Potentially land vehicles as well.” Travis glanced at Mutieto. Blade didn’t miss the look of concern in his eye. 
 
    Mutieto opened his eyes. “That’s good to know.” He got up from the bench surprisingly quickly. “Blade, Layla, get some food and rest. I’ll grab you in a bit.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?”  Blade asked. 
 
    Mutieto smiled. “There are some things I need to prepare,” he said, not elaborating.  
 
    “Before you do that…” Travis interjected, a flash of guilt crossing his face. “We need to speak first. Joys of being in leadership. Right?” 
 
    A groan escaped Mutieto’s lips. “Of course. I forgot about that completely. Let’s get this over with.” He waved his arm forward, as a gesture for Travis to lead the way. 
 
    Blade watched them leave, curious what Mutieto went to do. He shook his head. Right now, it didn’t matter. It was then that he noticed just how loud it was around him. Yelling, soldiers screaming in pain, medics moving around as they helped the wounded.  
 
    “Let’s go, Blade. I know the perfect spot.” Layla motioned, hiding a sly smile. 
 
    Before he could argue, Layla grabbed his hand and started walking into a nearby building.  
 
    “I scouted the area while you were at the meeting earlier. This is where we can rest and eat,” she explained, as they started walking up some steps.  
 
    Blade could feel the burn in his legs with each step. 
 
    Both of them walked into the doors of the building, abandoned because citizens had been moved to a safer location. Blade looked around and noticed this was a hotel. Or had been, at least. It probably wouldn’t be standing by the end of the battle. 
 
    “I see other people have scouted this area, too,” Blade said, noticing a crowd of people. 
 
    Layla rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say it would just be us.” She led him toward the cafeteria. “There’s food we can eat here. After that, we can go to one of the hotel rooms to rest.”  
 
    His eyebrow raised as he saw food already prepared. Before Layla could respond someone popped out.  
 
    “We made it for you guys. We knew you’d be starving the moment you got back from that battle,” the man said, beaming. 
 
    “Uh thanks. Appreciate it,” Blade managed to say, right before he shoved a piece of chicken in his mouth. It was one of the best tasting things he had eaten. His stomach growled as if to say give me more. 
 
    “Take as much as you like! We have enough.” 
 
    Blade didn’t respond. Instead, he took the time to grab more food and walk to a nearby table. They both sat down away from everyone else. He glanced around, watching some of the men talking, laughing like there wasn’t a care in the world. 
 
    He gulped down water and took a deep breath, now that his stomach was full. “I envy them. They are so relaxed.”  
 
    Layla glanced at the men. “They aren’t as at ease as you think, you know,” she said, then took another bite. 
 
    “Maybe.” He let out a yawn, trying his best to hide it. “Think we have enough time for a nap?” 
 
    “Definitely. Mutieto said he’d get us when we’re needed.” 
 
    “Well then,” Blade got up and motioned with his arm, “show me where my room is, so we can sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hours passed slowly. Yaqul couldn’t help but be annoyed with how long it took for the fleet to reach Hucara. The fighting he had experienced had been thrilling. It had been so long since he’d had the chance to fight. This was his first war, and only now did he understand the ones who spoke of the thrill of it. A lot of older warriors had fought in the last great war, which had been over one hundred and fifty years ago.  
 
    Movement slowed as the Prazore walked through the force field the Alliance had activated, after their own fleet had retreated. While the Alliance force field could prevent bombings, it wasn’t made to lock them out.  
 
    A huge smile crossed his features at the technological differences between the Prazore and the Alliance. Not only was Alliance weaponry worse, but they didn’t even have effective forward shields for their ships.  
 
    Everyone stopped moving, snapping Yaqul out of his thoughts. He looked around, trying to figure out why they had stopped. They should be fighting, not waiting for the Alliance to get into formation. He turned to a warrior who he had not expected to see, Grazniak. He was one of the stronger warriors. 
 
    “Do you know why we have stopped?” 
 
    Grazniak snorted a little at the question. “Of course. Just keep your eye out. The fighting will begin shortly.” He didn’t elaborate further. 
 
    Not very helpful. Yaqul shook his head. If there was critical information he needed to know before the attack began, he would be told. He took a deep breath to calm himself. 
 
    That was when another warrior walked over. Yaqul noticed that he was an officer. Insignia on his armor gave it away.  
 
    “You are Yaqul, correct?” the warrior asked, standing right in front of him.  
 
    Yaqul nodded his head in response. 
 
    “Good, follow me.”  
 
    Without waiting, the warrior walked off. Yaqul following behind, wondering what this warrior wanted. They walked away from all the troops, into a gathering of around twenty or so warriors, all standing awaiting further orders. 
 
    Yaqul watched the officer turn around.  
 
    “The name’s Kilt, high officer of this assault.” 
 
    Kilt walked away to stand in front of the other warriors, who fell silent.  
 
    Yaqul said nothing. This will be interesting. At least I am about to find out why we aren’t attacking right now. 
 
    Kilt eyed them all, making sure they were paying attention.  
 
    “This is going to be brief, and will not be repeated. If you do not pay attention, you better walk out now, or face severe consequences.”  
 
    He paced back and forth, waiting to see if anyone was going to walk off. Everyone remained where they were. He went on.   
 
    “You were chosen for certain reasons of which I will not go into. We will distract the Alliance. You will begin your attack before we begin ours.”  
 
    A pause as Kilt walked over to the left, watching to make sure everyone understood.  
 
    “You will be silent when you attack. You will try to get to the shield generators. You will fight and kill as many as you can, while accomplishing this mission, but you will not be captured. If you find yourself in a situation from which you cannot escape, do everything in your power to die. If you are captured alive, we will recover you, and you will wish you had fought to the end.” 
 
    A chill went down Yaqul’s spine as he heard these last words. He knew what happened to warriors who received that punishment. They would be killed, but it would not be a painless death. Of course, this was not surprising. Warriors were expected to follow every order, regardless of the nature of it. That was why the Alliance would falter. They didn’t punish disobedient soldiers enough. A court martial and jail time was why their military would disobey orders.  
 
    Kilt looked at all of them. “Dismissed,” he said and walked away.  
 
    It was that simple. They had their orders, and it was up to them to carry it out.  
 
    Yaqul looked at the sky. Judging from the sun, it would be another few hours before nightfall. He wished time would move faster. He was itching to spill more blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are they doing?” someone said aloud, watching the Prazore remain motionless. 
 
    It was a question that was on all their minds. For the past couple hours, the Prazore had waited just outside firing range. Sometimes they snuck in close with small groups of warriors, but the warriors did not allow themselves to get shot.  
 
    Blade had run to prepare for the siege, and was surprised to see the Prazore not moving any closer. Everyone was ordered to stay on high alert while they waited for the incoming assault. 
 
    There was more muttering from the soldiers as the nerves rose with time. Blade couldn’t blame them at all. Every minute that passed his nerves would rise and then fall. The waiting was hard on everyone. 
 
    “What do you think?” Layla asked. 
 
    Blade shook his head, snapping out of his thoughts. “I don’t know.”  
 
    He looked at where the Prazore was gathering. They were so close, but hadn’t moved much.  
 
    “They’re probably trying to think of the best way to attack us,” he said. “If that’s not it, I don’t have the slightest clue.” 
 
    Mutieto walked over, tapping Blade and Layla the shoulder. “I need you two to follow me,” he said. There was a slight urgency in his voice. 
 
    They walked for a minute, Mutieto not saying anything. Blade couldn’t help but watch all the movement. Soldiers running everywhere, yelling orders to each other. He almost bumped into Mutieto, who had stopped in his tracks. 
 
    Mutieto turned around. “Travis and I discussed potential moves, and we both agree on one thing,” he said, glancing around to make sure nobody could hear them. “We believe the Prazore are going for the generators.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I was just thinking that might be it.”  
 
    To Blade’s surprise, it was Layla who had responded in agreement. He was a bit confused about why Mutieto was being so sneaky. 
 
    “I have a few Sentinels in patrol around the area,” Mutieto continued. “But the other Generals think the generators are safely guarded.” 
 
    Blade looked up thoughtfully for a moment. He couldn’t imagine the Alliance not having a reasonable number of men protecting it. “How many are defending it, not including the Sentinels you sent?” 
 
    “Ten soldiers, last I checked.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” Layla practically yelled, quieting down when Mutieto motioned to her. “If even five warriors broke through, no way those ten soldiers would hold! Not unless they are equipped with heavy weaponry.”  
 
    “Trust me, I know,” Mutieto said. “I want you two to stay very close to that area, but make sure no one notices. Travis and I know we need more coverage there. We both agree that two more Sentinels should be enough.”   
 
    “Why do we need to sneak?” Blade had a suspicion that Mutieto was specifically ordered not to waste more Sentinels on the defense. 
 
    Mutieto smiled. “You know why, and you also know that I am right.”  
 
    Layla’s eyes darted between the two of them, not missing the obvious. It was not something she was surprised about. Her own Mentor had talked about how Mutieto disobeyed orders all the time, regardless of who gave them. 
 
    “We can do that, no problem. How many more are you sending?” Blade asked. 
 
    “Just you two. We can’t do anymore, as it’ll alert them. I honestly hate doing this, especially on a major mission like this. They give me no choice, but if we lose those shield generators, we will all die.” 
 
    Blade and Layla nodded their heads.  
 
    “I agree. We’ll make sure nothing happens. How hard can it be?” Blade said, with a slight grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The darkness made it hard to see, which made sneaking in easier. While Yaqul preferred daylight fighting, this would do just fine. They had been spending the last few hours listening to scout reports and scouting themselves, before they found a good target. There were only three soldiers in this particular area. If they killed all three simultaneously, there would be roughly ten or so minutes before they were reported dead.   
 
    Yaqul crept silently, not making noise, as they approached the intended target. As expected, there were three soldiers. The three men weren’t constantly looking in their direction either. Instead, they occasionally glanced toward the main force of the army.  
 
    Fools. If the Alliance had properly trained fighters, they might have had a chance at beating us.  
 
    Yaqul couldn’t help but smile as he took out his Shiriik. It was a very sharp blade that could direct itself toward a living target. Yaqul had it ready in his hand. All he had to do was wait for the go.  
 
    In a moment, he got the go ahead. Immediately he chucked the Shiriik. All three soldiers collapsed to the ground, dead the moment the Shiriik hit them. 
 
    “Move,” was all he heard before they all moved quickly.  
 
    Immediately upon getting to the bodies, Yaqul grabbed an Alliance comlink. The sooner the Prazore knew when their attack had been discovered, the faster they could react. Communicators were grabbed from the other two dead soldiers. 
 
    Yaqul knew all of them had to move quickly. Unless the Alliance was dumber than Yaqul thought, they should be suspicious when these three didn’t report in. Yaqul felt his hand tighten on his staff as all of them moved farther and farther into the Alliance base.  
 
    Yaqul walked first into a building. He turned and was face to face with an Alliance soldier. The soldier’s face gasped in surprise.  
 
    “What the—” was all he got out before a staff tore into his chest. A look of confusion crossed his face before he crumbled to the floor, as the staff was ripped out.  
 
    That was too close. It was lucky that the soldier appeared to be alone. 
 
    Everyone stopped. Yaqul peeked out, saw nobody, and motioned for them to keep moving. They knew precisely where the shield generators were. If everything went well, they should get there before anybody noticed something was wrong. The question was how many men were guarding it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This should be a good spot,” Blade said, taking a seat. “If any generals know we are here, well guess Mutieto’s going to get yelled at.” 
 
    Blade and Layla had entered a building, located approximately a five minute walk from the shields. Nobody would look here, especially with the Prazore military so close. It was the perfect place to hide while waiting for a possible attack. 
 
    “Oh yeah? I’m sure nothing will happen to you,” Layla responded sarcastically, knowing just what Mutieto would do if they got caught.  
 
    She did not take a seat. Instead, she walked over to take a peek out the window.  
 
    “There is nobody in this area as it is.” She sighed. “This is going to be so much fun sitting here!” 
 
    “I know,” Blade said. “I just want to start fighting again. Sitting here…it’s hard.” 
 
    “I just hope we don’t miss the fighting in the front,” Layla responded, a hint of frustration coming out. 
 
    Blade watched her start to pace, but didn’t respond.  
 
    “It was stupid of the fleet to leave us like this,” she continued. “What if the Prazore do take down our shield generators? Once they do, we’re all history. All of us are going to be wiped out if that happens. Then what? We lose the war right here!”  
 
    “It’s a risk. Trust me, I—” 
 
    Layla didn’t let him finish. “A foolish risk. A risk that won’t help us. Even if the Prazore believe the fleet abandoned us, what do we gain when the fleet returns?”  
 
    She looked at Blade, waiting for his response. 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “What do you want me to say? That they will come back with some new weapon to take out the Prazore fleet? If that was part of the plan, they sure as hell didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “I know…” Her face softened, realizing she was taking her anger out on him. “I’m sorry. I am just frustrated. I feel as if we all should have gotten off this planet. Let the Prazore have it. It is obvious that their fleet is far superior to ours.” 
 
    “I agree with you. There is no way we are going to successfully fend off the Prazore, even if the fleet comes back. We saw what we needed to see, and now we’re going to lose more men than we should.” 
 
    “I’m gl—” 
 
    Blade didn’t hear what Layla said as a loud noise erupted nearby. Both of them bolted out of the building to see troops running toward the front lines, where the main Prazore army was located.  
 
    Over all the radios and intercoms came Travis’s voice. “The Prazore are officially attacking. This is not a drill. All available personal are to get to the front-line ASAP. I repeat. The Prazore are attacking. All available personal are to report to the front lines ASAP.”  
 
    Travis’s message went on for a while to make sure everyone heard it. 
 
    It’s time.  
 
    Blade swung his rifle into his hands and started to rush forward.   
 
    Layla grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Don’t forget Mutieto’s orders. This could be part of their plan to attack the generators.”  
 
    He turned to look at Layla.  
 
    “Crap, I didn’t even think of that,” Blade said, starting to pace, thinking of options. “What if they don’t attack the generators, and they really need us at the front? We can’t sit here and let people die while we wait for something that may or may not happen!” 
 
    “Let’s at least think about this before we do anything rash, all right?” 
 
    “Ok. That’s easy,” Blade said. “They’re attacking to try and break our front lines. We lose that, we all die.” 
 
    A flash of anger crossed Layla’s face. “No, stupid. Listen carefully. As a soon to be Sentinel, you should know that we do not act on emotion! Take a breath and think for a moment. If we lose the shields, we also die.” 
 
    Blade clenched his fist. He knew she was right, but being told to wait pissed him.  
 
    What if they were needed at the front-line? But what happens if the Prazore do attack the shield generator and take it out? That was when the realization hit him. He really did need to think. 
 
    “See? A moment to think and you know that if we leave, there’s a good chance the Prazore go after those shield generators and we all die anyway.” Layla’s voice remained neutral. She was trying to speak reason to Blade, not rub it in that she was right. “They will bomb us all to hell. Even if we retreat into the mountains, they will kill a significant number of us.”  
 
    A breath escaped his lips. His hand unclenched.  
 
    “You’re right, we have two options. We stay here, make sure the generators are safe, or go out and if the Prazore take out our generators we die.”  
 
    Which will happen if we go to the front-line. I just know it. 
 
    Blade went back inside the building, taking a seat. This was not an easy decision. Layla followed, not saying anything. Blade closed his eyes.  
 
    What would my father do? What would Kane do?  
 
    The answers all pointed to the same thing. His father used to be reckless, something he made sure to tell Blade a lot. His father would remain here awhile before doing anything. Kane would have come to the same conclusion as his father and Layla.  
 
    Mutieto sent us out here for a reason. Maybe he had some sort of premonition? That made him shake his head at the thought. As far as he knew, Mutieto hadn’t ever had a premonition, at least that he had shared. 
 
    “We’ll stay for a while,” Blade responded. It only made sense for them to stay for now, if they were needed he would know soon.  “Make sure there aren’t any Prazore lurking. I imagine he would let us know if he wanted us at the front anyway. I know every person that uses their brain comes to the same conclusion.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Layla responded, letting out a breath of relief.  “It’s always been your greatest weakness to not think before rushing in.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mutieto stood next to Yulara, wondering when the Prazore would attack. The Prazore were obviously planning an attack on the generator. Nothing else made sense.  
 
    Both of them had had a deep discussion on what the Prazore could be planning. No matter what they could come up with, it always came back to the generators. All they could hope for at this point was to keep the Prazore from overrunning them until the fleet returned. 
 
    “I hope Blade and Layla don’t need us when the attack comes,” Yulara said. 
 
    Mutieto was concerned, as well. He nodded his head. “I believe they will be fine. We can’t afford to risk any more men on guarding that generator.” 
 
    Yulara eyed him. “Did you tell them to stay, even if the Prazore attack?” 
 
    “Uh, no I didn’t,” He replied, seeing her eyes widen a little.  
 
    “Why? What if they decide to come to us during the attack?” Yulara asked, her voice getting a little louder with each word. 
 
    Mutieto smiled. “They know. I also might have forgotten.” He scratched his head. “Trust me. Even if Blade wants to abort, Layla knows that’s not what we want.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “I just know both of them well. Layla likes to think before taking action. I imagine Blade’s initial reaction will be to—”  
 
    He stopped as the Prazore started charging forward. Yulara whipped her comlink out.  
 
    “Battle stations now!” she yelled as she picked her rifle up, raising it to firing position. “The Prazore are attacking!” 
 
    Mutieto followed her lead, pulling his rifle out and getting ready to fire. Orders were to shoot on sight. The fleet had already tried peace talks. There was no point in waiting for the Prazore to fire first. 
 
    All around them was chaos, as the tension rose with each second. Soldiers ran into positions. Everybody had been waiting for this moment. Now that it was here, the nerves flared up again.  
 
    I hope Blade and Layla can hold the generators until our fleet arrives. Of course, if we can’t even hold this first assault, that won’t matter. Mutieto’s rifle was jammed into his shoulder, waiting for the first warrior to come into range.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, bullets started flying.  
 
    Mutieto’s finger pressed the trigger, as the first warrior came into view. He watched as bullets shot toward the Prazore. Some warriors fell, pierced in non-armored areas. Others kept pushing forward, though bullets dented their armor. A loud bang erupted when a tank shell destroyed a group of warriors. Mutieto squinted at the big whirl of dust from the explosion.  
 
    The Prazore started firing back within moments. Bolts of light could be seen as the energy shots flew into cover or soldiers. Dirt sprayed into the air, with all the running and gunfire.  
 
    Before long, the Prazore warriors had gotten closer. The warriors started to charge, their staffs changing from a ranged weapon to a sharp melee weapon.  
 
    Why do they love close combat so much? Mutieto didn’t understand. So far, in every battle, the Prazore had advanced to close quarters as soon as possible. 
 
    “Mutieto, Ben, Grentith, Derrick, with me,” Yulara howled, her sword pointing forward. “Keep them off our troops as long as we can!”  
 
    Mutieto dropped his rifle, unsheathing his sword. He ran forward. The other Sentinels who weren’t as close moved forward also.  
 
    The first Prazore warrior reached Mutieto, taking a wild swing at his head, which he intercepted with his sword. The clash of metal on metal rang loud. Mutieto pushed forward, seeing the look of surprise on the warrior’s face as he fell back. Thinking this would be his first easy kill, Mutieto went to stab the chest of the warrior, who rolled out of the way. 
 
    Mutieto felt himself falling as the warrior’s foot slammed into his ankle. A jolt of pain erupted as he fell sideways. Mutieto sensed another warrior come up behind him, He barely raised his sword in time, deflecting a blow to his head. The knockback from the attack almost caused his own blade to strike his scalp.  
 
    Mutieto rolled to the side, a staff attack barely missing him. The other warrior swung his staff in the direction Mutieto had been moving. The staff slammed into the ground as Mutieto stopped himself mere inches short of the attack. He jumped to his feet, catching the warrior closest to him off guard. Mutieto’s sword entered the warrior’s stomach and sliced up through the warrior’s side, leaving half his body hanging loose. 
 
    His hand let go of his sword as he ducked, feeling the wind as another staff missed him. Mutieto barely got his sword in position to block another warrior’s next wave of attacks. After regaining control, Mutieto counterattacked, his sword scraping the surface of the warrior’s armor without doing any real damage.  
 
    The warrior charged again. This time both their weapons clashed, stuck together as each tried to push his weapon toward his opponent.  
 
    “You…fight well,” the warrior grunted, straining to push Mutieto’s sword back into his skull.  
 
    Mutieto couldn’t believe how strong this warrior was. The Prazore lacked magic, but was still able to fight on par with Mutieto. Magic was the only reason he wasn’t being overwhelmed.  
 
    It will be a scary thing if there are Prazore who know how to use magic.  
 
    Their weapons broke apart as Mutieto jumped back, causing the warrior to fall forward at the sudden shift in weight. Before they could re-engage, the warrior’s throat opened, as a bullet went straight through.  
 
    Mutieto watched the shock in the Prazore’s eyes. He clutched his throat, falling to the ground, blood slipping through his hands.  
 
    There wasn’t much time to relax, as more warriors started breaking through.  
 
    I don’t know how long we’ll be able to hold this.  
 
    Already Mutieto saw the bodies of a few fallen Sentinels on the ground. The soldiers were having to run back to stay out of range. 
 
    “Everyone back! Back to the secondary defenses!” Yulara yelled, as she took her sword out of a dead warrior’s head. “GO NOW!”  
 
    She kept yelling, walking backward, maintaining cover as everyone near her retreated. 
 
    It didn’t take much convincing to get everyone pulled back. Moments after that order had been given, the sound of an explosion could be heard as a tank exploded. Soldiers nearby screamed as shrapnel tore into them. 
 
    Mutieto tried to block shots fired at him or at soldiers nearby, but he couldn’t stop them all. Some found their targets. He had been hoping the defenses would hold longer.  
 
    The secondary defenses consisted of more tanks, along with heavy machine guns. That would make for an easier defense. But how long until the Prazore broke through that? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that?” Layla asked. 
 
    Blade nodded his head. He couldn’t believe it. The fighting hadn’t been going on very long. They were already retreating to the secondary defenses.  
 
    “Not good,” Blade said. It took everything in him not to rush off and join the fighting. “Waiting better be worth it.” 
 
    Layla didn’t respond at first. Instead, she walked over to a nearby window and peeked out. So far, there was nothing unusual to see. The sounds of explosions and gunfire were loud and clear, though.  
 
    Then a frantic voice came through their communicators.  
 
    “We have a situation. Three soldiers dead. Another MIA. I repeat. We have three soldiers down, one MIA. In the base, on the eastern side.” 
 
    Blade stood up.  
 
    “That’s near the generators,” he responded, pulling out his sword and comlink. “This is Blade. Get yourself and anyone nearby to the generators now!” 
 
    “Already on it.”  
 
    There was no point in responding. Without another word, Blade and Layla charged out the doors, running toward the generators as fast as they could. In a way, he was glad they had stayed. In another, it was unfortunate. Now they had to defend the generators, which would decide how much longer their defenses could hold out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group around Mutieto made it to the secondary defenses with the Prazore right behind them.  
 
    The Prazore charged forward, right into a trap. The moment the warriors rounded the corner, they were fired upon by heavy machine guns. There were also mines, and tank fire. The Alliance soldiers were positioned to annihilate anyone coming through that chokepoint.  
 
    A loud cheer erupted as tank shells nailed groups of Prazore, sending bodies flying. Bullets ripped through the warriors with ease. Not even their armor could withstand the machine gun bullets. The number of warriors gunned down in those few seconds had to be in the hundreds. The Prazore had not expected to run into such a highly-fortified position.  
 
    Mutieto didn’t bother cheering, although he did allow a smile when he saw the Prazore backing off. That trap was only going to work once. No doubt, the Prazore would retreat momentarily, and not run blindly into another fortification again. At least not without a plan. 
 
    That was when he heard Blade’s transmission. “This is Blade. Get yourself and anyone you find to the generators now!” 
 
    “Already on it.” 
 
    I knew it, Mutieto thought. He wanted to run down to the generators, but he had faith in Blade. Blade and Layla had to hold the generators without his help.  
 
    “Do you trust that Blade and Layla are enough?” Yulara asked, not hiding the concern in her voice. While it had been her idea to position Blade and Layla near the generators, she was still worried. 
 
    “I believe they can do it. We can’t spare anyone else, anyway.” Mutieto gulped, pushing down any fear he had for Blade. “If they can’t defend it, there’s nothing we can do about it now.” 
 
    There was a brief period of silence when all the firing stopped. The nearest Prazore had retreated out of range, leaving everyone anxious about what their next move would be. Were they going to attack soon? Would they wait a couple of days? So far, it was looking like an attack could be imminent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They’re almost to the generators! Blade thought as he heard a scream of pain from inside the building. His sword was in his hand. He sensed movement nearby. Layla had her sword in hand. Neither stopped as they bolted into the building. 
 
    The moment Blade stepped inside, he couldn’t believe what he saw. There were two Sentinels fighting with Prazore, a few dead Prazore, and soldiers nearby. The loud bang of gunfire erupted, then another scream, as a staff ripped into a soldier’s chest. 
 
    Within seconds of entering, two warriors charged toward them.  
 
    “Layla help the others out! I got these two!” Blade roared, jumping forward, swinging his sword wildly. He blocked one of the staffs and barely dodged the other. While he fought, Layla charged ahead. 
 
    He barely jumped to avoid the next attack. Blade raised his left hand, gathering power as he let out a quick blast of lightning. The warrior flew straight back into the wall with a loud crack. That one didn’t know how to counter. Interesting. The attack was designed to distract the warrior, luckily it caught him off guard, making this easier than anticipated. 
 
    The other warrior looked at Blade. “I didn’t think a tiny human like you could muster that much power,” he said with a snarl. 
 
    Blade showed a smile, confident he would kill this warrior with ease. He noticed the other warrior raise his staff, ready for anything.  
 
    “Amazing how complacent you can be, even with the odds against you,” Blade said, readying himself to attack. “Good to know you guys can be as dumb as we are.”  
 
    Blade charged, aiming to take the head off the warrior. 
 
      
 
    Layla’s sword sank deep into a warrior, killing the Prazore moments before his staff could finish off a Sentinel. Kian lay on the ground and grunted with pain. His left arm had a deep cut with blood pouring from various wounds.  
 
    Unfortunately, Layla couldn’t help him at the moment. She saw more warriors coming.  
 
    “Everyone gather to me!” she yelled, getting everyone bunched together. There were only eight more Prazore warriors, all charging. If they could be killed before they destroyed the generator, today would be a victory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blade fell back, feeling a cut in his mouth as he slammed into the ground. The punch would have shattered his jaw if he hadn’t seen it coming at the last second.  
 
    The warrior moved cautiously however, not wanting to underestimate the young fighter. Blade got up, wiping blood off his lip. The warrior feinted left, ducked a blow, and swung for Blade. Blade lifted his right leg, barely avoiding the staff, countering with a strike of his own. His sword barely cut past the warrior’s armor, grazing the flesh. He swung again, this time finding only air as the warrior jumped back. 
 
    Blade could see blood coming through the cut. He knew that the attack hadn’t cut deep enough to cripple his opponent. That was when he came up with an idea. It was time to test out that technique. He focused on his sword, seeing it turn red as the heat rose. Since the day Mutieto had showed him, Blade had trained with it every day. Now he was able to use it without much effort. The warrior looked at him with interest, not missing the steam rising off the blade. 
 
    The warrior charged. Blade swung his sword directly at the warrior’s head. If this worked, the sword should be hot enough to cut through the staff and finish off his opponent. 
 
    There was a loud clash as both weapons hit. To Blade’s surprise the sword did not cut through the staff. It was halted just like normal.  
 
    What kind of metal is his staff made of? 
 
    Blade tried again, with the same result. He couldn’t contain the surprise that it didn’t work, but with his experiences with the Prazore it didn’t cause him to make a mistake. 
 
    Blade decided to focus his energy elsewhere. There was no point in raising the heat of his sword if it did nothing. He focused another course of energy through his left hand for a moment, then shot another blast of lightning, stronger than the last one.  
 
    As expected, the warrior easily countered the lightning, sticking out his free hand, causing the lightning to flow around him and dissipate away, as if it never existed. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Blade commented, focused on another blast of power. “Try this!”  
 
    A wave of fire poured out his left hand. As Blade planned, the warrior easily moved the flames to the other side, causing them to go around his body. That was what he had been waiting for. With a quick motion of Blade’s hand, a staff flew from a dead warrior’s grasp, straight at the warrior in front of him.  
 
    The warrior saw the staff, tried to sidestep and let out a roar of pain as the weapon pierced deep in his side. Blade charged, knowing the fight was over as his sword swung toward the Prazore’s head. He was expecting the kill to be easy. Then the warrior grabbed his sword with his bare hands and flung it to the side. He slammed his head into Blade’s, causing the young warrior to stumble back. 
 
    Darkness surrounded Blade for a moment. His body slammed into the ground with a loud thud. A gasp of pain escaped through his lips as his back landed on some sort of rock. His breathing came in a forced, ragged rhythm as he tried to catch his breath.  
 
    How!? Blade thought, not understanding.  
 
    Blade got up, seeing where his sword was. He stretched his hand out, focusing on his sword. The sword dragged and flew straight into his hand.  
 
    The Prazore warrior was breathing hard, kneeling on the ground, gasping through the pain.  
 
    That staff must have pierced his lung. 
 
    “Well…fought,” the warrior gasped through his breath, a look of determination entering his eyes. The warrior let out a roar before charging straight at him. 
 
    Blade couldn’t understand how the warrior went from gasping for breath to charging at full speed in the blink of an eye! Blade pulled his sword back, waiting for the warrior to get closer. At the last second, he jumped, seeing the staff strike where he was not. As he had planned, the move left the warrior open. The warrior’s eyes widened as Blade’s sword struck him in the forehead, splitting his face in two.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Layla ripped her sword out of the back of a dead warrior, barely deflecting a staff aimed at her arm. It was chaotic as everyone was fighting for their lives, all to protect a generator.  
 
    Layla clenched her teeth as her blade locked with a staff. She felt herself losing ground. The warrior was stronger than her. That was when another warrior came, forcing her to detach her sword from the staff. She barely avoided a deadly strike to her throat. She didn’t want to admit it, but this was getting tiring. The moment she ran past Blade, all that she’d been doing was trying to protect others from dying, while keeping herself alive! 
 
    Layla sensed that Blade was having more difficulty with one of the warriors than he thought he should have.  
 
    Doesn’t matter. We need to hold them off. There aren’t many more. 
 
    All of a sudden, the Prazore backed off, regrouping around one of the biggest warriors she had seen yet. Just from looking at him, Layla could tell that he had fought many battles. The warrior was yelling something in his own language.  
 
    All the other warriors started charging toward soldiers near her. The big one was looking right at her with a nasty smile on his face.  
 
    “The name is Flaurden. You fight well. It will be an honor killing you,” the warrior said in English, staring at her with eagerness. 
 
    Layla knew she would have to be careful. Just from the brief glimpse she’d gotten, he was very fast. Judging from his build, he was quite strong. Flaurden had thick muscles and his face held multiple scars. He didn’t say anything else as he charged at her. 
 
    Flaurden swung his staff diagonally, aiming for her right shoulder. Layla easily dodged the blow. Her feet barely touched the ground before another strike was aimed at her side. Just barely, she stepped back while side stepping yet another blow. Her goal was to avoid direct contact with the staff. Even with magic, Layla didn’t have enough strength to block without her own sword smashing into her head. 
 
    The warrior didn’t stop moving. He turned to strike again. All Layla could do was dodge, until finally one was going to hit her. She swung her sword at an angle, redirecting the staff into the wall next to her.  
 
    A look of surprise appeared on his face.  
 
    Layla swung her blade directly at his neck and heard a thud as her sword hit the wall. She stepped backward, feeling a gust of wind brush her hair aside. Layla took a deep breath, focusing on increasing her speed and endurance. The warrior snarled, whipped out something that looked like a dagger, and chucked it at her. 
 
    She easily knocked the small weapon aside, watching as it collided with the wall. She realized that the dagger might allow her to distract the warrior. With a gesture of her hand, she redirected the dagger on the ground toward Flaurden. She charged at the same time. 
 
    Flaurden gasped in surprise as the dagger flew straight into his rib cage. Layla’s sword was a mere inch from hitting his chest, when the warrior ducked the attack. She felt a hard fist crack her on the side of the head. She let out a yelp of pain as she fell to the ground.  
 
    It was instinct that saved her. Layla had automatically started to roll upon impact. She heard a surprised grunt from the warrior, as his staff slammed into the ground instead of her. She focused all her power into energy and jumped up, back on her feet. She was gasping for breath, then felt something warm dripping down the side of her head. 
 
    “You fight well,” Flaurden said with a snarl as he ripped the small dagger out of his rib cage, tossing it aside like it was trash. “I did not think such a fighter would exist among the Alliance.” 
 
    Layla didn’t respond. Instead she focused on the situation. Even with a small dagger in his rib cage, he was able to move fast enough to dodge her blows and hit her. Luck was the only reason she didn’t die. Had that staff been in the other hand, it would already have been embedded in her skull. 
 
    A look of anger flashed across Flaurden’s face. “We will have to continue this another time.”  
 
    The Prazore howled something in his own language and bolted out of the building.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’re retreating back!” The soldier yelled over and over again. 
 
    Mutieto’s mouth dropped open. “What? They’re pulling back?” he said, not really believing it.  
 
    The soldier turned around. “Yes Sir. They all started marching out.” A look of relief was on his face. 
 
    Mutieto wouldn’t believe it until he saw it with his own eyes. Yulara, he, and a few others ran forward.  
 
    “Generators are clear. The rest of them retreated.” The sound of Layla came over the comlink.  
 
    I don’t believe it. Mutieto thought as he saw that the Prazore were gone.  
 
    Strategically it made no sense. The Prazore were willingly giving the Alliance back all the ground they had lost. He could have understood it if they were retreating back to a place they had previously secured, but they were returning to the place where they had first started. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Yulara said aloud. “They really are retreating.”  
 
    A look of concern was on her face.  
 
    “I wonder what their planning,” she said, sheathing her sword, letting out a deep breath. “I have a feeling their next attack will be a lot harder to turn back.” 
 
    Mutieto looked forward, watching as the last of the Prazore disappeared from sight.  
 
    “I hate to say it, but I think you’re right.” He knew that the next attack may be impossible to defend against. They had used every trick they could think of. For their next fight, there wouldn’t be any traps. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe we abandoned them,” Kane said, pacing back and forth fiercely. He was barely able to contain himself.  
 
    After they had landed, Admiral Nukan explained that the ground forces were aware that this might be a possibility. They hadn’t been abandoned. But it still pissed Kane off that no one from the Academy had been informed. Nukan said that there was no need to know about it.  
 
    After the fleet had retreated, everyone landed in the hanger. Once they were informed about what was going on, all of the Orlion Academy went into a room to speak privately. 
 
    Jorak rested his hand on Kane’s shoulder. “I know how you feel.” 
 
    Kane brushed Jorak’s shoulder off of him. “I’m more pissed off that Nukan thinks we don’t need to know what his plans are.” His fist was shaking with anger. “I mean is he that arrogant? That idiotic?” 
 
    Jorak’s eyes flashed. “Quiet down. He has the control here. If he thinks we’ll disobey him he might try to ground us.” 
 
    “I doubt it. He’s arrogant, sure, but he’s not stupid enough to stop us from helping out,” Kurvara responded. “I heard that he’s a pain in the ass, but he will do what is best for the Alliance.” 
 
    “Agreed. Besides even if he didn’t, we’d sneak out of here and fight someway,” Terminus replied. “I think we should focus our attention on what to do about that discovery you found.” He looked at Kane. 
 
    Kane took a few deep breaths, calming himself down. After a minute, he nodded his head. “You’re right. We found a huge weakness that we need to find out how to exploit.” Kane said thoughtfully. The exploit in their fleet shields had turned out to be bigger than he could have hoped. If they could destroy it before the Prazore turned off the shield, the explosion would destroy at least half the fleet, crippling more after that. Their shield was very advanced, but it had to be linked in a specific way across all the ships, so that they could all have it forward. It also explained why the shield didn’t cover the sides and back, there was no way they had enough power to do so while keeping their weapons at full power. 
 
    “So that makes me wonder what Nukan’s plan is.” Terminus started speaking. “All he has told us is that the ground forces were aware of this possibility and verified the shield weakness.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “I think I have a theory on what Nukan might come up with. We have most of the fleet attack the front, while sending a strike force to the side. We send a small frontal force while using the main fleet to the side, something I think would be suicidal.”  
 
    “There is one other option,” Kane responded, with a hint of excitement. “I thought of it while you were speaking.”  
 
    “Well, go on?” 
 
    He nodded his head. “Yes, we can have the main fleet attack the front, a small fake assault on the side while the moon weapons fire from the other side.” 
 
    “How would that…” Terminus trailed off, his eyes widening in realization. “You’re right! If the side we attacked has that weakness, so does the other!” 
 
    “Exactly! How else is it being powering? That shield has two huge weaknesses. Well one, but in two different areas!” Kane exclaimed, holding out both his fingers. “They will surely know what we are up to when we attack it from one side, but not expect the other side!” 
 
    “Yes, yes! We never fired from them either so the Prazore probably think it’s down!” Jorak said, his eyes lighting up at the realization. 
 
    “Which means we have a chance!” Kane exclaimed. 
 
    “We should speak to Nukan about this immediately!” Kurvara jumped in. 
 
    Jorak nodded his head. “Let’s go. We need him to be aware of this possibility before he makes his own plans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence was in the room as everyone waited for Nukan to speak. Everybody had all spoken of the options and what they believed the best one was. Nukan drummed his fingers on the desk.  
 
    “I’ll be damned. That’s a good idea.” 
 
    Kane let out his breath slowly, not realizing he had been holding it. Honestly, he had expected Nukan to say no and make up some lame excuse, because it wasn’t his idea. 
 
    Nobody responded, waiting for Nukan to go further. His eyes scanned the room. “It’s a good plan.” He repeated again, almost like he didn’t think they were capable of it. “I imagine your group wants to carry the distraction on the side?” 
 
    Jorak was the one to respond. “Yes, unless you really want us with the main fleet.” 
 
    Nukan shook his head. “No. That’s fine.” He stood straight, remained silent for a moment as if contemplating something. “I was going to wait until the official meeting before letting this out there, but since we’re all here...” he drifted off for a moment. 
 
    Kane had a strong feeling he wasn’t going to like what Nukan was going to say. I knew it was too easy when he agreed with this plan so easily… 
 
    “We will not be able to execute this plan for another eight to ten days.” He raised his hand, stopping the angry outburst he knew was coming. “We have reinforcement’s incoming that we desperately need, especially for a plan like this.” He looked at all of them, his blue eyes hardened as he spoke. “I do not say this easily. I would rather execute this plan tomorrow, but we lost a lot of ships in that first engagement. For us to have a good chance at defeating them, we are going to need reinforcements, and patience.” 
 
    Kane couldn’t help but clench his fist in anger. Doesn’t he realize that the ground forces may not be able to last that long!? It took everything he had to not respond in anger.  
 
    “What makes you think the people on the ground can survive that long!?” Kurvara busted out angrily, not showing Kane’s restraint. “I have seen how these monsters operate! By the time we arrive, our people will all be dead or captured!” 
 
    “You think I haven’t thought of that?” Nukan responded coldly. “We did prepare for the worst-case scenario, in which we were talking about a month, by the way. Not just eight or so days.”  
 
    “Oh, wow. A whole month!?” Kurvara’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “That’s great! It seems you know our enemy so very well! Hell, if they can last a month, then why don’t we just attack and win this war now!” 
 
    “Everyone calm down!” Terminus cut in before Nukan could respond. He cast an annoyed glance at Kurvara. “Responding this way will not solve any problems.” 
 
    Kurvara glared at Terminus. Her mouth opened, but Kane’s hand gripped her arm. “Relax.” There was an odd calm in his voice. He looked at the Admiral. “I know how stubborn you are, but answer this. If the Prazore take out our ground forces, even if we somehow win the space battle, it will be no true victory.” Both of their eyes were locked on each other. Kane’s fist loosened as he calmed himself. “There will be no strategic value on a planet we can’t even land on. Especially since this isn’t even the Prazore’s full fleet.” 
 
    He felt a sudden surge of surprise come out of everyone, except for Nukan. While Kane hadn’t been sure, he had a sneaking suspicion that Nukan knew more than he was telling. 
 
    “What are you talking about Kane?” Jorak asked, the first to speak after the silence. 
 
    “Yeah what are you talking about?” Kurvara looked at him and Nukan suspiciously. 
 
    Terminus didn’t respond. It had crossed his mind that this wasn’t the Prazore’s only fleet, and he knew that Kane suspected the same thing. They both knew that Nukan was withholding information. 
 
    Nukan’s eyes hardened, never leaving Kane’s. “How did you know?” He asked, a hint of admiration in his voice. 
 
    Kane let a triumphant smile show. “I knew that this wasn’t the Prazore’s full fleet. They’re too smart to throw everything at us at once.” His smile widened as he knew now that Nukan would have no choice but to share the information he knew. “I also had a sneaking suspicion you knew more than you were letting on, especially about waiting for reinforcements. Now it’s time for you to tell us what you know. Reinforcements I can understand, but I also believe you are worried that the Prazore may have reinforcements nearby.”  
 
    Very smart Kane, Jorak thought. He personally hadn’t suspected that Nukan was hiding information, and had been equally surprised Kane had lied, acting as if he knew about it. Now they would know everything, which would probably make more sense and explain why they were waiting for more reinforcements before engaging.  
 
    “Fine,” Nukan responded. He clicked a button showcasing the galactic map. He looked for a moment before pointing at a specific planet. “During the battle, we received a transmission from Cress that some unknown enemy was attacking them.” His finger swiped across to Hucara, a line forming where his finger moved. “Like their first attacks on the outer edge planets, we lost communication shortly after.” 
 
    Kane’s eyes widened. Cress was close to Hucara. Not only that, it was a planet very valuable to the Alliance in terms of military deployment and resources.  
 
    If the Prazore are able to send a fleet this large and have enough to take over cress…how large is their fleet?  
 
    Kane knew the Prazore weren’t attacking with every ship they had. The Alliance wasn’t either. Cress was a very well defended planet, with defenses designed to hold against any assault. Yet he doubted they would last long against the Prazore. 
 
    “We did send a scout ship after our retreat,” Nukan said. There was a brief pause. “When the scout returned…well I might as well show you.” He started pressing down on a nearby machine, activating a projector. 
 
    On the screen appeared a fleet bigger than Kane had expected. It wasn’t as big as the one attacking Hucara, but it was still big. They outnumber us by so much. It took him a moment to realize his mouth had opened. 
 
    Nukan went on. “As you can see, we can be hit from behind at any time. If we want to get our troops out of Hucara, we’ll need reinforcements. That way, if they do come at us, we can hold them off long enough to get everyone out of there.” 
 
    Silence remained in the room. Kane knew everyone was thinking the same thing. If all went well, and they got everyone off Hucara before that fleet arrived, the Alliance had no way to stop it alone. It would take more than just the Alliance to stop an army like that. This still may not be their whole fleet. 
 
    Nukan turned off the projector, looking at all of them. “For now, keep this information to yourselves. Morale is already dropping. If the soldiers get wind of this, well you can imagine how hard morale will drop.” 
 
    Terminus nodded his head in agreement. “I agree with you. Keep it quiet for the remainder of this mission. Afterwards, everyone has the right to know.”  
 
    “I agree,” Nukan responded, nodding his head. “That is all the information available. I need to speak to my officers alone.”  
 
    Nobody argued, and everyone but the officers walked out of the room.  
 
    Kane couldn’t help wondering how they were going to stop the Prazore’s advancement across the galaxy. Even if the fleet and ground forces got away, they would need either the Yevonions or the Empire to stand a chance. If both of them refused to help, the Prazore would have a much easier time taking over the galaxy, picking each of them off one by one. He knew the Yevonions and the Empire couldn’t take the Prazore alone. Even with their assistance, they may not be able to stop the Prazore.  
 
      
 
      
 
    That could have gone better, Yaqul thought, as they stopped.  
 
    They had killed a decent number of Alliance men. Even the few Sentinels that were protecting the generator hadn’t been putting up much of a fight. Then two of them came out of nowhere. Yaqul had been the only one not wounded during the engagement.  
 
    For a brief moment, he had fought the female. She had been fast, blocking his blows quickly. Yaqul didn’t fight her for long, but she had moved faster than he could have imagined.  
 
    Then there was the male. He took down a couple of warriors at once. It made Yaqul wonder how strong most of them were. The fighters that were there at first hadn’t seemed that great, but the last two fighters were powerful. Only time would be able to answer how good the average Sentinel was. 
 
    “Gah,” the warrior Gerunt uttered painfully. 
 
    His arm was hanging loosely at the side. Bullets had pierced his leg. A sword had taken out a huge chunk of his arm, right above the elbow.  
 
    “Who knew they had it in them?” Gerunt asked. “Get stabbed in the stomach, yet still able to take a chunk out of my arm.”  
 
    A foot slammed on the ground in front of him.  
 
    “That’s what you get for being sloppy,” Flaurden responded, a hint of anger in his voice. “You’ll live to fight another day. Hopefully you learned a lesson. There are many who don’t get a second chance.” 
 
    Gerunt stood up immediately. “Like you have room to talk. You got hurt by a f—”  
 
    Gerunt never got the chance to finish as Flaurden’s fist slammed into his face. The sound of a body slamming into the ground could be heard. Flaurden stood over Gerunt.  
 
    “You don’t hear me complaining about it,” Flaurden said. “If you want to stay alive, I suggest you remain silent.” 
 
    There was no response, although nobody could miss the anger in Gerunt’s eyes. Yaqul knew what was going to happen. Sooner, rather than later, Gerunt was going to heal. Then he would challenge Flaurden to a fight. It would result in Gerunt’s death, most likely. 
 
    “It’s time for us to get back and report are failure,” Flaurden said, turning around and walking toward the base. All of them had barely made it out, not something he was proud of. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” Blade roared, ducking behind cover, as an explosion erupted nearby. His hands protected his eyes from the debris. He stood back up as the Prazore warriors started charging. He gripped his sword tightly.  
 
    “Layla, Tren, Vadrick, on me!” he roared, jumping out from behind the cover, sword in hand. 
 
    It didn’t take long before his sword was clashed with a staff. Over the past few days, the Prazore had sent in small groups of warriors, one at a time. It had been near constant fighting with very little time off.  
 
    Blade knew what the Prazore were up to. They were trying to exhaust the defenders as much as possible, before sending in everyone. The Alliance had lost a few tanks, and many good men, so far. What made it worse was that the Prazore weren’t taking any more losses than they were. The Alliance was running low on ammo, so all the Academy members decided to use their swords. 
 
    The Prazore warrior broke contact, taking a swing at Blade’s head. He felt the rush of wind as the staff missed him. He ducked left, then right, hearing the whoosh of the staff missing contact. Finally, Blade found an opening. He swung, feeling the weight of his sword rip through the warrior’s arm from the elbow down. Blood splattered. The staff dropped and the warrior howled in pain. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Blade rushed forward, shoving his sword into its throat up to the hilt. The warrior fell back, dead. He had learned not to hesitate or give the Prazore a moment to recover their footing.  
 
    Pain barely slowed the Prazore down. This was especially true of the one he had fought near the shield generators. It was odd injuring them, yet seeing them adapt to their injury. It had almost cost Blade his life, and had cost the lives of others who made the same mistake. 
 
    He struck down another one. His sword was red with blood, his breathing came in hard gasps, each blow taking its toll. This time he only killed two warriors. The others were taken care of by everyone else. It was weird how they fought until the end and didn’t seem to care. Of course, if their tactic was to tire or kill as many people as possible, it was working.  
 
    “We’re clear!” someone yelled. 
 
    Layla stood next to Blade. She leaned on her sword, taking deep breaths. The Prazore were relentless with their small assaults. The longest they had gone without fighting had been an hour. Otherwise, every thirty minutes another assault group came and died. 
 
    She looked at him, seeing the circles under his eyes. Even though they took turns resting, nobody could help being ready and on edge, in case a full-on assault came. This was taking its toll on everyone, mentally and physically. 
 
    “How long until the fleet comes back?” Layla asked, resting against the side of a destroyed building. 
 
    Blade didn’t respond immediately. He leaned against the same building, catching his breath. He had been wondering the same thing, especially over the past twenty-four hours. It was surprising to him the fleet was taking so long. He had thought the Alliance were regrouping and would come back to get them out, but so far nobody had heard a peep. What were they doing up there? 
 
    He shook his head wearily, trying to steer his thoughts from it.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I thought they’d have come back by now.”  
 
    There was no point in lying. Layla would know, and she didn’t need to be treated like a child.  
 
    Blade went on. “I hope they do it soon, as I have a feeling whatever the Prazore are planning…” He gulped. “I just have a feeling they’re almost ready.”  
 
    There was no point in elaborating. Blade, Mutieto and almost everyone else had questioned what the Prazore were doing. The more he thought about it, the more he had concluded that they were preparing some sort of weapon. All he could do was fight, and hope the fleet arrived before that time came.  
 
    Unfortunately, the fleet is dragging its ass. I have a feeling we’ll see what the Prazore are planning. Can we hold an attack off long enough for the fleet to arrive? Or are we all destined to die here?  
 
    Thoughts flashed through Blade’s mind. Questions, always questions, with no answers. 
 
    Layla watched him, knowing he was asking the same things she was.  
 
    It had been on all their minds. Even with these small victories, morale was dropping fast. All the soldiers had seen the Prazore ships landing, taking off, and landing again. It was infuriating that all of them had to stay inside the shield. They couldn’t mount a counterattack without risking bombardment from the air. 
 
    Slowly Blade made his way to trade out with Mutieto. They had all decided to swap every six hours, so they could rest.  
 
    Blade opened the door, seeing Mutieto, Yulara, and everyone else up already. He was relieved to see them, as he was exhausted beyond belief. The magic he had used to keep himself alert and still fighting had really taken its toll on him. It had gotten to the point where six hours of rest wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    Mutieto walked over to him. “Welcome back. Did their attacks slow down at all?” 
 
    Blade shook his head. “No. Just the same attacks they’ve been doing the past few days.” He responded wearily, taking a seat at the nearest table.  
 
    “I see,” Mutieto said, scratching his beard. He downed the rest of his drink. “If that’s the case, then we’re going to extend the rest period. Six hours isn’t enough. If we keep at it while using magic…well, you know magic exhaustion and all that.” 
 
    Magic exhaustion was common. With good training and discipline, anyone can use magic consistently for a couple days. But to fully recover could take a full day or more, depending on the duration of use. Once the body hits its limit, it would collapse. Death was even a possibility, although rare.  
 
    “You’ll hear no complaints from us,” Dren said, as he started walked toward the building. “It’s a blast killing those warriors, but even I need a rest.”   
 
    Layla shook her head. Ever since Dren killed his first warrior, he felt invincible. So far Dren hadn’t experienced any serious wounds, which further fueled his ego with each successful battle.  
 
    “I would watch that ego,” she said. “If you don’t, you’ll end up dead.”  
 
    Dren smiled at the comment. “I doubt that. Once you learn to get through their armor, they aren’t that tough.” 
 
    Blade ignored him. He was relieved to have an extended rest, however.  
 
    While he had never experienced magic exhaustion before, this was easily the closest he had come to it. Since they weren’t using magic all day, they could go another couple of days on only six-hours rest, but this battle could last a lot longer. It wasn’t worth the risk. The extra two hours of sleep would allow them another week of combat, as long as no one overdid the magic. 
 
    “Anyway,” Mutieto said, changing the topic. “I think we’ll head out. Get some rest. We’ll be back in eight hours.”  
 
    “Be safe out there,” Blade responded. 
 
    Dren took a seat next to Blade. “What are your thoughts on the fight so far? I’ve given my opinion, Layla gave hers. What about you?” 
 
    Blade rolled his eyes, knowing Dren wouldn’t shut up until he responded.  
 
    “They’re tough. Only an idiot would think otherwise.” He said this with the intention of pissing Dren off. 
 
    Before Dren could respond, Layla cut in. “You see, Dren? Not even Blade thinks it’s easy.” 
 
    A smile flickered across Dren’s face. “Always a first time for everything. Maybe the both of you just aren’t cut out for this war.” 
 
    Anger flashed across Blade’s face. He was about to respond when Yulara stepped into the room.  
 
    “That’s enough. Both of you,” she said, looking at all three of them. “Go get some food or rest. Something that doesn’t involve fighting each other.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. Next time, Blade.” Dren said with a wink, before walking off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The room was silent as Vorka thought about the next phase of his plan.  
 
    Eight days ago, the Alliance fleet had retreated, as he had predicted. Vorka shifted in his chair, wondering if his people had an update. There was only one way to know. He activated his corrier. 
 
    After ten seconds, the call was answered. “Dazuke, have you been keeping a tab on the reinforcements?” Vorka asked. 
 
    “Of course, Warlord,” Dazuke responded without hesitation. “As you predicted, the Alliance is waiting for their reinforcements before proceeding. Sending you the map location now.”  
 
    Vorka activated the map once he received it. The map zoomed in, showcasing where the reinforcements were located, and where the Alliance fleet was stationed. 
 
    Vorka smiled. He knew all along that the Alliance was going to have reinforcements somewhere nearby. The ships that the Alliance couldn’t get prepared in time for the initial invasion. It was all going so perfectly. The Alliance was making this too easy. 
 
    “Any thoughts on their plan of attack?”  
 
    Dazuke looked thoughtful, before shaking his head. “I’ve had everyone on my end think of possible strategies. I’m sending you a list now.” 
 
    “Good. Before I take a look, I would like you to tell me the most likely scenario.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dazuke said, taking a moment before responding. “As far as we know, the Alliance isn’t aware that their moon weapons have been completely deactivated. The most likely scenario is for them to convince you to focus your efforts on their main fleet, while their moon weapons attack from behind.” 
 
    “Yes. Since they didn’t attempt it last time, they likely think we have no idea about it,” Vorka added in, with a laugh. “It’s a shame we won’t be able to see their reactions when trying to fire their weapons.” 
 
    “I agree. Now if someone does somehow discover our sabotage, their only other option is to send half their fleet to the front, while having the reinforcements hit us from the side.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  
 
    Vorka thought for a moment.  
 
    “I have a simple solution for that problem. Send scouts to these locations.” He marked the spots on the map. “That way, if that is their response, we can react quickly.” 
 
    “Hold one moment, Warlord. I may have an update on Alliance movement,” a warrior said to Dazuke. Vorka didn’t recognize who it was. 
 
    The fact that Dazuke was interrupted made Vorka think the Alliance must have made a move. Good timing.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” Dazuke said. 
 
    “It better be good. Go on,” Vorka said, with a hint of impatience. 
 
    “Of course.” Dazuke shifted the map around, zooming into a new location. “We just received word from one of our scouts. The Alliance sent a squadron to this location.” 
 
    The map highlighted.  
 
    Interesting. Why send just one squadron there?  
 
    “Just a squadron?” Vorka asked. “No warships?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    There was silence as Vorka thought about this. He had imagined that the reinforcements would go here if they were planning to attack from the side. What could they be planning? 
 
    Vorka’s fingers tapped on the table. “Keep an eye on them for now. I want an immediate update on any further activities, understand?” 
 
    “Yes. I will make sure we do that. Do you have any other orders?” 
 
    Vorka shook his head. “We proceed as planned. If anyone thinks of a good reason why the Alliance would send a squadron there, inform me.”  
 
    Vorka closed the communication. His chair creaked as he got up. Vorka moved toward the window, his hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    “What are you planning?” he said to no one in particular.  
 
    He had not anticipated a move like this. What could the Alliance possibly accomplish with one tiny squadron? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The doors shut with a fast snap. Kane looked around at everyone. Terminus, Jorak, Kurvara, Aaron, and the rest of the squadron were looking at him. They had retreated from the Prazore fleet four days ago.  
 
    Kane cleared his throat. This was supposed to be a last resort, but the recent news that reinforcements may be delayed had forced his hand.  
 
    “As you know, reinforcements are potentially being delayed another five days,” he said. “I wanted to bring us together so we can discuss a couple options.” 
 
    There was a brief pause, as Kane thought of the best way to say what needed to be said.  
 
    “At this point we don’t know how the troops stranded on Hucara are doing. My fear is if we wait longer than originally planned, it may be too late.”  
 
    Kane stopped again, letting those words sink in. “I am proposing we go to Hucara. Just us and nobody else. To find out for ourselves how they are doing. If, and only if, reinforcements don’t arrive within the next four days.” 
 
    A couple of people showed surprise, but most had no reaction. Jorak had talked to Kane about this privately a few hours before the meeting. It had been something on Kane’s mind and he wanted to know his thoughts on it.  
 
    “Could we be arrested for disobeying orders?” Larik asked. 
 
    “No. We aren’t a part of the Alliance military. However, if we do this, it is very likely that Nukan will not lock down our ships once we dock again.” 
 
    Larik wasn’t satisfied. “Won’t that hurt the men on the ground more than if we wait?” 
 
    Kane looked at Larik. Those were the same thoughts he had had initially.  
 
    “Not if they’re already dead or in hiding. As I said, this is a last resort, if reinforcements don’t arrive soon.” A hardness went over Kane’s blue eyes. “If our people on the ground are in hiding, we can let Nukan know. We would first look for survivors, then see if we can sneak in some transports to get them out of there.” 
 
    “I can understand your reasoning, but I don’t think this is wise,” Terminus said. 
 
    “I disagree,” Jorak countered, before Kane could say anything. “If it comes down to it, I say we go through with Kane’s plan.”  
 
    “I say we vote on it,” Terminus responded. 
 
    Kane agreed with Terminus. If nobody wanted to do this, then he didn’t want to do it either. He nodded his head in agreement, taking a step back.  
 
    “I agree,” he said. “Three options. Option one. Go with my plan. Wait for now. On day nine, we’ll leave. There will be no turning back if we choose this option. Option two, we wait for reinforcements. Option three, we put off our decision and wait a few more days, then discuss it again.”  
 
    Kane looked over everyone, making sure they understood the options. “Good. For those who want to go with option one, raise your hands.” 
 
    There were four people who raised their hands: Jorak, Kane, Kurvara, and Larik. Kane made a mental note of the number.  
 
    “Who wants to go with option two?” he asked. 
 
    Three people voted for this option: Terminus, Edwin, and Aaron. 
 
    “And option three?” 
 
    The remaining five members of the group raised their hands. David, Wesley, Grandeen, Ethelia, and Mino. Kane nodded his head.  
 
    “That settles it. If we don’t hear anything regarding reinforcements in the next few days, we will reconvene on this topic and go from there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind blew Blade’s hair aside as he walked toward the medical center. Layla and Mutieto were walking next to him. Blade let out a breath, trying to take the Prazore off his mind for a moment. It was the first time he was with Mutieto without fighting the Prazore in over three days. 
 
    Night had fallen, along with the temperature. They were going to check on Macana, who was close to being healed.   
 
    “How are you two holding up?” Mutieto asked. 
 
    “Fine. A little tired, but that’s expected,” Blade said, not slowing his pace. 
 
    “Fine as you can be with aliens attacking nonstop,” Layla said, moments after Blade. 
 
    Mutieto decided to remain silent for the remainder of the walk. He could tell the other two didn’t really want to talk now. He couldn’t blame them. The non-stop fighting was starting to exhaust everyone.  
 
    Blade looked around as they entered the medical center. There were lots of people here, some with missing limbs laying down on beds, recovering. Dead bodies were all in a corner wrapped up, and the ones in critical condition were in their own section in the biggest room. The medical center was almost overflowing. He gritted his teeth at what the Prazore had caused. If only there was a way to get rid of the Prazore and stop this unnecessary violence. 
 
    “Hey Macana, how are you doing?” Layla asked, as they arrived at his table.  
 
    He lay there, his upper and lower body bandaged. She placed her hand on his arm, as he struggled to sit up. 
 
    “A lot better,” Macana responded, with a slight smile. “It was stupid of me to take that last shot. I didn’t think they would find us so fast.” 
 
    Mutieto let out a small chuckle. “None of us did. Glad to see you’re getting better.” 
 
    “Yeah…” he said, glancing around to make sure no doctors were in sight. “Really wish we had Sertine here, though. I would probably be fighting alongside you now, if she were.” 
 
    “I know. I was hoping she’d come. But she couldn’t, for reasons I wasn’t privy to,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “I think she had something important that she couldn’t leave behind,” Blade said, breaking his silence. “Not sure what though, but I heard her tell that to someone.” 
 
    Macana didn’t respond for a moment, glancing over at Layla, then back at Blade. “It is what it is. How are we holding up to them so far? We don’t get much news back here.” 
 
    “We’re holding for now,” Mutieto said. “The Prazore are sending warriors every thirty to sixty minutes, non-stop. Its starting to get tiring. But they won’t stop.”  
 
    Macana propped himself up on his elbows. “Well, I should be able to help soon. I think another day, two at most, and I should be fully healed.” 
 
    “Don’t push yourself. You’ll want to make sure you’re fully healed before returning to the fight,” Layla said with a slight smile. “They’re tough. Tougher than I thought they would be.”  
 
    “Well, we better go,” Mutieto said. “I wanted to check up on you, make sure you were healing fine. We’ve gotta get back in case they attack soon.”  
 
    Macana nodded his head in understanding. “I know how that goes.” He couldn’t hide the disappointment in his voice. He wanted to join them. 
 
    They all turned and starting to walk out.  
 
    “Stay safe out there, and keep an eye on each other!” Macana shouted out. 
 
    Blade half turned, facing Macana. “We will. You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally. I hope everyone is doing alright over there, Kane thought.  
 
    Everyone was sitting in their ships as they awaited the go ahead. If everything went as planned, the Prazore would lose half their fleet, as long as the moon weapons were still functioning. Otherwise it would be up to him and the others in his squadron. 
 
    Kane glanced at the time. Two minutes. His hand flicked the communication switch.  
 
    “All right, Shadows. Two minutes remaining. We all know the plan. Don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “That goes for you too, Lead.” Kurvara was the first to respond. 
 
    “You can count on it.” 
 
    One minute. 
 
    “All right everyone. Sixty seconds. Triple check your coordinates.” 
 
    The last minute went by painfully slow. Kane’s knee started bouncing up and down. Even with all his training, nothing could quash his anxiety.  
 
    Calm down. Everything will go fine. The soldiers on the ground are holding out. We’ll win this battle.  
 
    Kane took some deep breathes. Ten seconds. 
 
    “All right. Keep formation. Jump on my mark. Three. Two. One. Jump!”  
 
    Kane activated the Quantum Drive. His back slammed into the chair as his ship roared into Warp Space. Nobody said a word as they travelled. Kane could feel his heart rate increasing as they got closer to their destination.  
 
    It had taken eight days before the reinforcements had arrived, resulting in a lot of frustration for everyone. Kane had been going to call another meeting, when Nukan updated them about the reinforcements. He told the squadron that reinforcements would be arriving within twenty-four hours, so the meeting didn’t happen. While it had been a brutal wait, the extra twenty-four hours wasn’t worth leaving their station.  
 
    This was going to be a twenty-minute jump. The main fleet would arrive a few minutes before they did. Then they would find out soon whether they had come too late, and if they could take out the Prazore fleet. 
 
    Before Kane knew it, they were a minute away. He flicked open a channel to his squadron.  
 
    “I hope you are all ready for this. The moment we jump out, expect some fireworks. Stay close to your wingman. Anyone that’s in trouble, better let everyone know.” 
 
    “Roger that, Lead,” Gren responded. “Let’s take that shield down, eh?” 
 
    “If we all do our jobs, one way or another that shield will go down,” Kurvara said. 
 
    “If anyone sees an opening to take a shot at that shield generator, go for it,” Kane said, ignoring the slight banter. “If we can take it out on our side, awesome. As long as one of the shield generators goes down, we can celebrate as their fleet explodes.”  
 
    “Man, that’ll be a pretty site,” Kurvara responded. “Make sure to let us all know, so we can watch.” 
 
    A bit of laughter came over the comlink.  
 
    “Long as no one’s shooting at me,” someone else said.  
 
    “All right. Cut the chatter. We are twenty seconds away,” Terminus said. 
 
    That irritated Kane a bit. He was the commander of this squadron, not Terminus. He ignored it, though. This was not the time. He understood Terminus’s concern, but he personally found it better to speak freely before the fighting began.  
 
    “Ten seconds,” Kane said. “Five seconds. Here we go. Three…two…one…” 
 
    They arrived as a flurry of missiles headed there way. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    A loud bang erupted as a door slammed open, causing Blade’s eyes to snap awake.  
 
    Before he could even think, Blade jumped out of bed with his sword in hand. He looked up and saw a soldier with his hands in the air.  
 
    “S-sorry, Sir,” the soldier stuttered. “Y-your presence is requested in the war room immediately.” 
 
    That wasn’t good. Their next meeting hadn’t been scheduled for another six hours.  
 
    “Thanks,” Blade said, rubbing the back of his head, a little embarrassed at his reaction. “Uh, sorry for the scare.” 
 
    Blade turned to Layla. “We—”
“I know. Let’s roll. This must be an emergency,” Layla said, cutting him off mid-sentence. She was already out of bed and ready to go.  
 
    They didn’t say anything to each other as they rushed over.  
 
    Are the Prazore finally attacking? Blade looked in the air, praying that the Alliance fleet had arrived. Damn. So it’s definitely not good news. It had been eight days. When were they going to get help?  
 
    Blade didn’t know if they could hold on much longer. From talking to the men, he had discovered that a lot of them were worried they would die here, or be captured before the fleet returned. While he reassured them, he was having similar thoughts. Everyone was tired from the constant fighting. Breaks or no breaks, morale was dropping fast. 
 
    Blade and Layla entered the war room. Mutieto went straight up to them.  
 
    “We’re just waiting on—” Mutieto paused as Travis entered the room. “Never mind. He’s here.” 
 
    Travis didn’t waste any time getting to the point. “What’s the situation?” he demanded, looking at everyone, His metal arm rested on the table. 
 
    A man stepped forward. “Nothing good. Let me show you.”  
 
    He started tapping away at his keyboard. After a moment, an image of a gigantic vehicle filled the screen. Blade couldn’t help but open his mouth in amazement.  
 
    “Holy shit,” someone muttered. 
 
    Travis was the first to compose himself. “Does anybody know what this is?” He glanced around, seeing puzzlement on most faces. 
 
    “I do,” Yulara said. 
 
    “Well please tell us more, Yulara. This is one of the biggest vehicles I have ever seen.” 
 
    Blade noticed that Yulara’s face paled when the image loaded. That meant she had not only seen it before. She knew what it could do. 
 
    “Of course.” She responded, taking a deep breath while walking around, examining the image of the vehicle. “I’ll be honest. I don’t know as much as I would like.”  
 
    She stopped pacing, looking at everyone.  
 
    “From what I have seen, this is a powerful weapon,” she said. “That’s the Kamias, a very destructive tank like vehicle.” 
 
    “How have you seen it?” Travis asked. 
 
    Yulara looked at him. “When I was on the planet Sarus. When I was stranded, a small band of us saw this being tested. It looked exactly like this. When they tested it…well let’s just say one shot took out half a building.”  
 
    Travis grimaced. “Disintegration?”  
 
    She shook her head. “No, more like…well, it shot the middle of a big building. The building split it in two, but I don’t think that was its full power.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” a nearby officer named Koradiel asked. 
 
    “Well…it was the way they were testing it. We watched them for an hour or so. At first, its shots were comparable to one of our tanks. Then the blasts started getting bigger and stronger. The stronger ones took more time between shots. One thing I also noticed. They don’t have ammo for it. It seems to gather energy before shooting. It was able to shoot smaller shots, almost like a machine gun. It couldn’t sustain that barrage continuously, probably because it had to regather energy. The bigger blasts definitely took more time.” 
 
    Travis let out a sigh of frustration.  
 
    “How many have we spotted?” he asked, turning toward the soldier who had reported it. 
 
    “Our scouts indicate only one. With a lot of Prazore marching alongside it.”  
 
    Before anyone could respond a door slammed open. Someone rushed breathlessly into the room.  
 
    “They’re almost here!” the newcomer said. “The Prazore are moving, and should be here within the next thirty minutes!” 
 
    There was a stunned silence. Travis looked at everyone in the room.  
 
    “Get into battle positions. We’ll have to figure it out as we fight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment he jumped out of Warp Space, two of Kane’s pilots perished as missiles exploded in their faces.  
 
    Great start, Kane thought as he juked his stick.  
 
    “We have enemy ships inbound…” Larik reported.  
 
    Kane’s fist tightened on his stick. There were only ten of his pilots left. What baffled him was the timing. As soon as his squadron erupted from Warp Space, the Prazore were already firing at them. It was as if they knew the Shadows were on their way. 
 
    A beeping came over his dashboard. He juked upwards.  
 
    “Missiles are locked on to me,” Kane calmly said over the comlink.  
 
    This was going to be tricky, but there was an easy way to divert missiles. A calmness came over him as he focused. They were getting close. His ship shifted upwards. As expected, the missiles followed.  
 
    “Lead, navigate a little my way and I can take care of those missiles,” Gren said over the comlink. 
 
    Kane glanced at his radar. “Copy that, Gren.”  
 
    He turned in Gren’s direction. The missiles were getting closer. That was when he saw bullets shoot past him and the flashing of missiles exploding nearby.  
 
    “Nicely done. Thanks.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Looks like they might try again,” Gren said. 
 
    “Stay on my wing. Let’s take them out,” Kane said. 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Kane turned his ship around. Gren followed on his right. There were only two ships that were targeting them. A smile spread across his lips.  
 
    “All right let’s take them out,” Kane said, hitting his thrusters.  
 
    They both fired their guns at the same time. The enemy Ascors easily dodged the shots and tried to maneuver around them. Kane made sure not to let the Ascors get behind. 
 
    “Gren, stay on the one to the right,” Kane said. “I have the one on the left.” 
 
    “Copy that.”  
 
    Kane followed the Ascor, trying to lock on with his missiles.  
 
    Damn this guy’s good.  
 
    Every time he was about to get a lock, the Prazore navigated away. Instead, Kane shot bullets. Some hit their target, but not enough to get past the shields. That was when he had an idea.  
 
    He fired a missile without a lock on. As he had hoped, the Prazore ship dove. Kane smiled, knowing this one was his. He shot another missile, quickly turned again, and shot in the Prazore’s direction, anticipating his movement.  
 
    “Hoorah! Got mine!” Gren exclaimed over the comlink. 
 
    Kane let out his own hoorah as the ship he had targeted exploded. “Good work,” he said.  
 
    They needed to start firing at the port. If they could take it down, or at least distract the Prazore, the weapons on the moon should be able to take that port out in an instant. 
 
    Why aren’t we firing at the other shield port? Kane thought.  
 
    The moon defense should have been firing a minute ago.  
 
    He opened up a channel. “Admiral Nukan, do you copy?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Kane barely avoided a missile as it whizzed right past him. 
 
    “Kane—” An explosion came off, drowning out the rest of his words. 
 
    “Repeat that, Admiral. You broke up.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we’re kind of busy.” 
 
    “I understand, why haven’t we fired at the Prazore’s other port?” Kane asked. 
 
    Silence again. “We have been trying to get a hold of our people on the moon. They either lost communications or the Prazore took them out.” 
 
    Kane’s fist clenched his control stick hard. He took a deep breath. “How come you didn’t tell us sooner?” 
 
    “We’ve been busy dealing with our own situation. I don’t have time to get into it, but you were going to be informed once—”  
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    “Whatever,” Kane muttered to himself. That meant the Shadows had to destroy the port themselves or the Prazore would defeat the Alliance again. That was when he got an idea. If the Prazore hadn’t anticipated their plan, this could work.  
 
    “Terminus, Kurvara, Jorak, Gren, on me!” Kane ordered. 
 
    Kane had a plan and it would take almost his whole squadron to do it. “The rest of you keep the Prazore off us for as long as you can. Don’t do anything risky! We’re going to take that shield out!”  
 
    He slammed his controls forward, full power. His shields were set to maximum on the front, leaving his back vulnerable. It was a risk he had to take. They needed to take that port out. 
 
    “Copy that, Lead. Good luck!” Wesley said. 
 
    “Terminus, Kurvara, stay on me. Gren cover my left. Jorak cover the right.” 
 
    It was odd that the Prazore capital ship had targeted them when they first arrived, but now their cannons were not firing in their direction. Instead all of the cannons were pointed towards the main Alliance fleet. A couple of Ascor squadrons were headed towards Kane to intercept, and that was it. Kane wondered if the Prazore were even aware of the weakness the Alliance had found in their shields.  
 
    Kane and his pilots were close enough to fire. This was it. Hopefully they could take it down in one shot, or at least have more focus on them so the plan could work.  
 
    “All right! Fire!” he exclaimed, launching a missile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vorka paced the bridge, watching the battle as it progressed.  
 
    He still couldn’t figure out why the Alliance sent a squadron to the side and nothing else. So far, this fight was going just as good as the first one. The only unanticipated change was that the Alliance fleet wasn’t staying in firing range very long. They would fire, launch some missiles, and then back out of range. He would have thought the Alliance had a better plan, but if they were relying on the weapons based on their moon, they would find out that was taken care of. 
 
    “Cease fire,” Vorka commanded.  
 
    Immediately all capital ships stopped firing.  
 
    “Open communications with their leader,” Vorka commanded.  
 
    “On it.” The warrior started a communication. “You should be on…now” 
 
    Admiral Nukan showed on the screen. Vorka loved the frustrated look on his face. Vorka wouldn’t show it, but it was deeply satisfying to see a frustrated enemy.  
 
    “Admiral Nukan, I believe you can see how pointless this battle is.” 
 
    The cold eyes of Nukan stared at him.  
 
    Vorka went on. “You should negotiate a surrender. We can end this bloodshed and prevent a long war.”  
 
    He really didn’t care if this war dragged on or not, but it was expected for him to ignore his bloodthirst. He also knew that the Alliance would never surrender. 
 
    “You really think we’d surrender now?” Nukan asked. “You haven’t won yet.”  
 
    “No. I would be surprised if you had the intelligence to do such a thing. You know we have better technology than you. Our weapons and shields are better. We stand united. Are you really going to let arrogance get in the way? You could save your men’s lives if you surrendered now.” 
 
    Nukan looked angry. “You’re a fool if you think this war is going to be decided by one battle. Besides this battle isn’t over yet.”  
 
    Before Vorka could respond, Nukan cut the transmission. 
 
    “We’ve lost communications, Warlord,” a warrior said. 
 
    “I see that.”  
 
    Vorka stood there, contemplating. What did he mean by that? How could they possibly win this battle?  
 
    “Resume fire. Destroy their fleet.”  
 
    Until they retreat that is. I imagine this time they’ll order a ground retreat as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The missiles made contact, but Kane saw a shield in front of the port. He couldn’t keep his composure. Frustration came over him. That shield could be just as strong as their front shields, which meant his plan would never work anyway! 
 
    Jorak’s voice came through the channel. “Don’t give up yet, Kane. I don’t think that shield is as strong as their forward one.” 
 
    “What makes you—” 
 
    “One second and I will tell you.” 
 
    Kane waited impatiently, taking deep breaths to calm himself. He blasted another Ascor, avoiding one of its destroyed wings as it flew by.  
 
    “All right,” Jorak said. “I just scanned the shield and it’s down to sixty-one percent. As I thought, that shield couldn’t possibly be as strong on that port while powering their forward shields.” 
 
    “We took it down to sixty-one percent?” Kane asked, making sure he heard that correctly. 
 
    “Yes. If we make two more passes, we should destroy it.” 
 
    Kane thought for a moment, contemplating his options. If he brought the whole squadron together, they could destroy it in one shot.  
 
    He looked around, seeing more Ascors heading their way. If he ordered that though, they would be completely exposed. It would likely spell the end for his whole squadron. It would be a suicide mission. It was not something he was willing to risk. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    Kane opened up full communications with the rest of the squadron. “Same plan,” he said. “We’re going to make another pass and take out that shield.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Vorka watched as the lone squadron fired missiles, turned around, and headed back again. What are they doing? They did no damage to our…  
 
    “Kaldrin, what did that squadron hit with their missiles?” 
 
    “One moment…” Kaldrin looked around trying to see what was hit. “Nothing on our ship…wait…” There was another pause as he looked. “It looks like they hit our front shield generators.” 
 
    Why would they do that? Just to deactivate the shield wouldn’t…unless there was more to it? That was when a thought occurred to Vorka. The main shields that were being used against the Prazore, something that the developers had stated when the shields were first introduced. His eyes widened at a sudden realization. 
 
    The scientist who had created the frontal shields, Zedrin. During the war meeting as he showcased this new technology. They had never used this technology before and it was a huge breakthrough. This was before Vorka had been promoted to Warlord, a time when Astern, the Warlord before him, was still alive. 
 
    Zedrin smiled as he saw disbelief on the Warlord, with shock across his features. “As you can see, even a capital ship’s missile cannot penetrate this shield.” 
 
    Astern looked at Zedrin, his features back to normal. “I see a weakness. Those generators are wide open on the sides. This only protects us in the front. What happens if the enemy realizes this and takes it out?” 
 
    “A good question.” Zedrin looked impressed. “I was going to get to this later, but now that you bring it up…” He deactivated the shield. “If the shield is deactivated when destroyed, the shield won’t work and that is it.” His fingers clicked the button, reactivating the shields. “But, if they are destroyed when activated, the damage could be catastrophic. While I can only guess, depending on how many ships this is covering at the time…” He looked thoughtful, pacing back and forth. “I would say all frontal ships would be completely destroyed, with any close behind being crippled, possibly destroyed as well.” 
 
    “Why would we risk using this if it can cripple our fleet?” 
 
    Zedrin looked over at Astern. “Simple. The enemy would have to know about it to even think about targeting it. Besides, it has a protective shield around it. While it can be destroyed, you should know what they are planning by that point. Then you simply deactivate it.” 
 
    Vorka knew what the Alliance was doing now. He couldn’t believe they had figured out the weakness in the shields so fast. How was that possible? There was no time to deliberate on it right now.  
 
    “Deactivate the shield,” he commanded, hoping they could get it in time. 
 
    “What? Wh—” Kaldrin stopped midsentence.  
 
    His face froze for a moment. Questioning a superior’s orders could result in punishment, possibly death, depending on what it could cost. Without waiting, he immediately started working on deactivating the shield. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Prazore inbound. Two minutes,” Travis said. 
 
    “Roger that,” Blade responded.  
 
    They had put squads in all the buildings, ready to open fire once the Prazore got close enough. The building defense was their best chance at stopping this assault. The Prazore army was moving alongside their Kamia, making sure there was always a group of warriors near it. The plan was once the Prazore moved into the center, they’d all open fire from all sides, as the Prazore would be surrounded. 
 
    Layla was right by Blade’s side, scoped with her sniper rifle just as he was. Mutieto was in another building. They had decided to separate due to the desire to have a few Sentinels in each building. Once the Prazore got inside the building, close quarter would favor them. 
 
    “Holy shit! Do you see the size of that thing!?” a nearby soldier exclaimed. 
 
    Blade looked over and saw exactly what the soldier was talking about. His eyes widened at the size of the Kamia. That thing is gigantic. Holy shit is an understatement. That makes our tanks look puny. His hand tightened around his gun, finger hovering over the trigger as he waited for them to move farther. 
 
    “Do you see the size of that thing!?” that same soldier said. 
 
    “Quiet! Freaking out isn’t going to do anything,” Layla snapped at the soldier. He didn’t speak another word, silently staring at the gigantic vehicle. 
 
    Blade looked around, seeing a lot more Prazore coming up. Any moment now the order to fire would come. He lined his shot up on an unsuspecting warrior.  
 
    It felt like time slowed. All noise stopped and nobody was saying anything. Then the order came.  
 
    Yulara’s voice rang over his radio: “Open fire.”  
 
    All hell broke loose from that moment on. Silence erupted into gunfire as Blade’s rifle kicked into his shoulder. He watched as the bullet pierced the warrior’s throat and knocked its head off. A moment later, he had another target in his sight, and another one dead. The air was filled with bullets and gunfire.  
 
    The Prazore reacted calmly, some diving behind cover and firing back, while others started charging nearby buildings.  
 
    Blade focused his attention on the ones trying to run into buildings. The less that got in there, the safer the men would be. 
 
    “Blade, get the hell out of there now!” Mutieto’s voice roared through his comlink. 
 
    “Wh—” he almost said aloud before he saw.  
 
    The cannon of the Kamia was aimed directly at them. He had been so focused on stopping the warriors from getting into buildings that he hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “EVERYBODY GET DOWNSTAIRS!” Blade hollered.  
 
    He grabbed Layla, yanking her off the ground. The soldiers didn’t need telling twice as they all bolted toward the door. Blade could feel the Kamia powering up. They had seconds at most, before it fired. 
 
    There was no way everyone would make it safely out. Blade’s foot touched the top of the stairs when his danger sense went off. He pushed Layla in front of him, just as the sound of an explosion ripped into the building. His feet left the ground. He was flying forward down the stairs.  
 
    In midair, Blade focused all his magical power into slowing the impact for everyone around him. It took all his might to slow them down. Then pain rang through his whole body as he felt something slam into him.  
 
    That was the last thing he felt before darkness took him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stunned silence came over Kane and his pilots. Somehow, the Prazore knew exactly what they had been planning to do, and had disabled their shields just in time.  
 
    Kane zipped around, trying to contain his shock at just how badly the Prazore had read all of their movements.  
 
    “Kane, stay focused. We need to get out of here now.” Jorak said, breaking him out of his thoughts. 
 
    Of course. This isn’t the time to dawn on it. “Everyone you know the coordinates, jump as soon as you can,” Kane said after a moment. 
 
    That was when a danger sense made Kane’s spine shiver. That’s not good.  
 
    “Evasive maneuv—”  
 
    Kane was cut off as the sound of shots started pounding all around them. The pilot Aaron was evaporated within seconds.  
 
    How the hell? Kane looked and saw that squadrons of Prazore ships had come in from the sides, while the capitol ships were pounding them from behind.  
 
    “AHHH!” Larik yelled before his ship exploded.  
 
    There weren’t many of the Shadows left now. Another danger sense and Kane knew he wasn’t going to make it. It was almost as if he could see it through the back of his head. A shot headed toward him, and there wasn’t enough time to dodge. 
 
    That was when Jorak intercepted the shot, taking it directly in the engines.  
 
    “Kane, go now! Do not worry about me, and don’t come after me,” he said, as his ship spiraled out of control, smoke pouring out as he headed straight to the planet. There was nothing Jorak could do to prevent a crash landing.  
 
    “Jorak!” Kane yelled, instinct causing him to change direction.  
 
    “No time, Kane! It’s now or never!” Kurvara yelled, right before her ship jumped into Warp Space.  
 
    Kane’s hands froze for a moment. After ten seconds, Kane maintained course, activating his Quantum drive. Regret poured out of him at his clumsiness. If he had paid more attention, he could have avoided that attack. Everything blurred as his ship lurched into Warp Space. 
 
    All he could taste was defeat. They had been utterly defeated. In both space battles, and who knew how the ground battle was going.  
 
    Jorak…  
 
    He knew that his Mentor was still alive. If Jorak really was dead, he would know. Kane was sure of it.  
 
    All he could do was think about the losses of not only the fleet, but his fellow co-pilots. Larik, David, Aaron, Mino, Wesley…all of them are gone. There are only five of us who made it out of that mess alive…no, six once we recover Jorak. The survivors: Kane, Terminus, Jorak, Kurvara, and Gren. The last ones. Hopelessness and frustration was all he could feel now, like he had never felt before.  
 
    “Kane…do you want to talk?” Kurvara asked, opening a private channel. 
 
    He shook his head, then remembered that she couldn’t see him. Instead he took a deep breath. “I’m fine. Just…thinking is all.”  
 
    “I understand. If you want to talk, let me know, ok?” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Right now, the last thing Kane wanted to do was talk about his failure. There was nothing anyone could say to him that could change how he felt right now. Kane let go of his control stick altogether, knowing that any chance they had of winning the battle was over. The Prazore won the space battle with very few losses.  
 
    Blade you better be alive down there. I know the Alliance is calling a retreat, and you better be a part of it. Kane thought, trying to avoid the thought of his own failure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of metal clanged as Mutieto’s sword intercepted the staff. The Sentinel pushed back, dodged to the left, and dug his sword straight into the warrior’s heart.  
 
    Blade wasn’t answering his comlink, and yet Mutieto knew that he was alive. Another Prazore ran in. Before the warrior could engage, bullets ripped into his throat.  
 
    “You owe me one,” Travis said. 
 
    Mutieto laughed. “I think you owe me more than one, Travis,” Mutieto said, turning to see more Alliance troops running down the stairs.  
 
    “Sir, their cannon just destroyed another building. The whole thing collapsed and we can’t get in touch with Colonel Cutshaw,” one of the soldiers said. Mutieto didn’t know who he was. 
 
    Travis didn’t look happy to hear that. His metal arm crushed the rail it was wrapped around. 
 
    “Dammit, we have no choice.” He took another deep breath. “Order the retreat. Hopefully our transports are there when we get there.” 
 
    “Copy that, Sir.” Immediately the soldier started yelling orders into his comlink. 
 
    Mutieto wasn’t happy about it either, but there was no way they were winning this battle.  
 
    “Travis, lend me five of your men. We’ll take that Kamia out with a few well-placed rockets. I’ll make sure the transports get out.” 
 
    Travis nodded his head. “Good idea. Take Jacker, Frives, Darlick, Raje, and Jensen.” 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll be back.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Swoosh!  
 
    Layla barely dodged the staff that would have taken her head off.  
 
    “Goodbye,” she muttered as her sword swept deep into the warrior’s side. The warrior’s body hung loosely as he collapsed.  
 
    She turned her head, seeing Blade motionless on the ground. Layla gritted her teeth in frustration.  
 
    Dammit Blade. If you die on me…  
 
    There wasn’t time to think anymore as two warriors charged. A fury coursed through her at what they had caused. She pushed with her hand, using as much power as she could muster. This was enough to shatter the defenses of the warrior, causing him to slam into a wall.  
 
    The warrior crumbled down to the ground with cracks around it. He’s not getting up from that. She intercepted the other warrior and they started swinging at each other. 
 
    It didn’t last long, as she saw a soldier coming from behind. She dove to the side and bullets rang into the warrior.  
 
    She looked at the now dead warrior. “Idiot.”  
 
    She ran over to Blade when her comlink went off.  
 
    “All Alliance troops, this is General Travis. We are retreating to the coordinates discussed. The Alliance fleet has returned and should be at the rendezvous. I repeat. We are retreating to the coordinates discussed. Get your asses there ASAP. We’ll live to fight another day.” 
 
    Well that works for me. Gunfire erupted as more Prazore started getting into the building. Layla turned.  
 
    “Somebody grab Blade and the wounded,” she yelled. “I will hold them off! Garner, when I give the word, throw a few grenades at the nearest Prazore.” 
 
    She didn’t get to hear a response as she moved swiftly to block a Prazore, blow after blow.  
 
    That’s right. Focus on me.  
 
    Her breathing was starting to get heavy, but she couldn’t let it slow her down or they could die. Layla changed tactics, dodging and deflecting the staff’s blows with light nudges from her sword. There we go. She ducked, swung her sword up, and relished the scream of the Prazore, whose arm was cut off. The warrior tried to use his other hand to hit her, but she cut that hand off too, before decapitating him. 
 
    More Prazore kept pouring in, while she was busy with the other one. It’s now or never. If they didn’t get out of there now they would die here. She kicked the warrior back and jumped backward also.  
 
    “THROW!” she yelled as loud as she could.  
 
    The sound of explosions filled everyone’s ears as multiple grenades exploded. Layla’s ears were ringing from the explosions.  
 
    “Follow me!” she exclaimed, leading the way out. They bolted out of a hole in the back of the building.  
 
    As they got outside, Layla noticed another building go down as a blast of energy hit it. That blast was even stronger than the one that had hit her building.  
 
    “I hope someone can take that out,” she muttered. That single Kamia was causing more damage than anything else, a fact nobody had anticipated.  
 
    She glanced at Blade’s body. He was still out cold.  
 
    “Hang in there, Blade. I’ll get us out of here,” Layla said, not caring if anyone heard her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Mutieto whispered, motioning for them to follow. It was chaos out there, with all the gunfire and Prazore starting to get into buildings. He hoped Blade and Layla would get out all right. While Travis was organizing the retreat of his men, Mutieto had snuck out with five others. If they could take out that Kamia… 
 
    They stopped again behind cover. So far so good.  
 
    “Why not fire from here?” Jensen asked. 
 
    Mutieto shot a glance his way. “Not a clear enough shot. Besides, if we fire from here, we are guaranteed to be killed. I plan on getting all of us out of here alive.”  
 
    “Makes sense. We’ll follow your lead,” he said.  
 
    Mutieto closed his eyes. There were so many warriors nearby.  
 
    There we go. He smiled as he found their path.  
 
    “Follow me.” Mutieto motioned, staying down behind cover.  
 
    The path would get them to the exact spot he was looking for. It would allow them to fire their rocket launchers and bolt toward the retreat path. So far, nobody had seen them, as planned. He watched as another building was taken down. A thick cloud of dust blew over them, making it hard to see. 
 
    Mutieto ignored the dust. Then he stopped. They had made it to a good spot to fire on the Kamia, and still get out.  
 
    “Ah, you’re smarter than I gave you credit for, Mutieto,” Frives commented with admiration. 
 
    “I told you we’d get out of this alive,” he said, taking his launcher out, as did the rest of them. “On my mark, we fire.” 
 
    They all nodded.  
 
    Mutieto looked, waiting for the dust to clear a bit. Hopefully, he would have a nice open shot. This was going to take precise timing. The sound of the cannon going off could be heard, screams all around. But this isn’t what he was waiting for. He glanced over their cover and found the opening he was looking for. This was it.  
 
    “All right, guys. Get ready.” Mutieto’s hand brought his launcher into position. “Fire.”  
 
    All of them peeked over and pressed their triggers.  
 
    Mutieto felt the weapon dig into his shoulder as the rocket launched toward the Kamia. His eyes didn’t blink as the rockets exploded upon impact. Smoke filled the area, making it hard to see what had happened. It didn’t take long for the smoke to clear and see that the Kamia was not only standing, but unscathed.  
 
    Jensen gulped. “Well that’s going to be a problem.”  
 
    “No shit. Let’s move,” Mutieto retorted, with anger in his voice.  
 
    He had risked their lives for nothing! Not only that, but he could sense Prazore moving toward them.  
 
    “We’ve got to move now. Go!” he yelled.  
 
    Before they could get far, Frives fell backward, as a laser ripped through his back and out his chest. A look of surprise crossed his face. He died before his body hit the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A groan escaped Blade as he felt his body bumping around. Something dug into his stomach. Blade heard sounds, distant, as if they were miles away. His eyes opened. The first thing he saw was a butt in front of him. Adrenalin rushed through him and he almost knocked the guy carrying him over as he thrashed about. 
 
    “Set him down here,” Layla said. “You two give us some covering fire as we move across this street.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.”  
 
    Layla and the rest of the men stopped. The person carrying Blade let him down gently, then turned around and fired his gun.  
 
    “We’ve got Prazore incoming behind us!” he hollered. 
 
    Layla jumped over, aiming her rifle, and firing.  
 
    Blade looked and saw a dead warrior on the ground. Least she recovered her rifle. He tried to get up before being shoved back down by Layla.  
 
    He looked at her, not hiding the annoyance in his voice. “I’m fine.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, you’re not. Rest for a minute as we regain our footing.” 
 
    “Where are we?” He didn’t bother arguing that he was fine. It was a losing battle with her. 
 
    Layla hesitated. “Well…” she shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not sure. We couldn’t go through by the intended route.” 
 
    Blade raised his eyebrows. “So we have no idea where to go?” 
 
    They were interrupted as someone fired his gun. “More Prazore incoming!” the guy yelled, chucking a grenade. 
 
    “Damn.” Layla grabbed Blade’s hand, pulling him up. “I was hoping we could rest a bit, but no time. I have some idea where we are, but who knows if we make it back, at this rate.”  
 
    A wave of pain coursed through Blade’s body. His knee slammed back into the ground. Damn. I am worse off than I thought.  
 
    “Let me carry you.” The man who had carried him before moved toward him. 
 
    Blade raised his hand. “No. Give…me one second,” he said, closing his eyes.  
 
    He was focusing on removing the pain with a technique. A burst of energy started flowing in him, removing his fatigue and pain. He wouldn’t be able to hold this for long due to his injuries and lack of rest, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he said finally. 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to keep moving!” Mutieto yelled, yanking his sword out of a dead warrior’s chest.  
 
    They had lost Frives, and Blade was in danger. He had sensed a sudden surge of energy gather in Blade and saw a bunch of warriors run in their direction.  
 
    He hasn’t had enough rest to keep using magic like this. I need to get to him fast. 
 
    Mutieto heard a shot in the distance. Instinctively, he raised his sword, barely blocking the bolt of energy. Jensen fired at the warrior, getting him after using half his clip.  
 
    “Conserve ammo if possible. If you have a clear shot take it,” Mutieto hollered. 
 
    The sound of the cannon went off again. Mutieto still couldn’t believe their rockets hadn’t destroyed it. The Kamia didn’t have shields either. It was protected only by armor. Another Prazore surprise. It made him wonder how much more they were hiding, and what kind of metal that armor was made of? 
 
    His thoughts were disturbed as he felt the presence of a couple Prazore warriors. Luckily, it was only two. They looked surprised to see them. They fired their weapons. Mutieto deflected the first few shots, but a few slipped past him, and one hit Raje in the leg. 
 
    Mutieto charged, dodging lasers and swinging his sword downwards. The warrior easily dodged, his staff changing into a melee weapon. The other warrior smiled as he swung his own staff, thinking he would catch Mutieto off guard.  
 
    Mutieto moved to the left, the staff grazing his right arm. If he had moved a little slower, his arm would be dangling now instead of cut. A look of surprise crossed the warrior’s face before Mutieto removed his head from his shoulders. He turned to face the other warrior right when three bullets ripped through the Prazore’s head.  
 
    Jacker had made the shots.  
 
    “Nice firing,” Mutieto said. “Let’s move.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re surrounded!” Layla said, frustration creeping through her voice. 
 
    Blade heard the sound of a grenade exploding. There were too many Prazore around them, and his body was starting to exhaust itself. He couldn’t keep this up much longer.  
 
    Layla was trying her best to keep him out of the action. He understood why, but now they were surrounded.  
 
    “You two, fire toward the warriors over there.” Blade’s finger pointed at an advancing Prazore squad. Both men focused their fire as directed.  
 
    Blade closed his eyes, focusing all the power he could muster into both his hands. Hopefully this works. Warmth spread across his fingers.  
 
    It was now or never.  
 
    Lightning flew from his fingertips, enveloping the warriors in their way. They screamed as electricity coursed through their bodies. They flew backward, writhing on the ground, and did not get up. Lightning hit the ground around them. Smoke erupted everywhere. His vision blurred as his right knee slammed into the ground.  
 
    “G…g…go,” he barely muttered, as he slammed face first into the ground.  
 
    Blade’s body was lifted off the ground as they moved on. Smoke filled the area, making it very difficult to see anything in front of them. Layla moved in front, leading everyone. “Come on! This way is clear for the moment!” Her arms waved, making sure to stay in view of all of them.  
 
    They ran through the smoke and then warriors ran out behind them. Layla looked behind  
 
    “How-?” She couldn’t get out as an explosion erupted nearby, drowning out what she was going to say. 
 
    That was when Mutieto appeared right behind one of the warriors, a sword sticking through the warriors back.  
 
    “Sorry for that. They were aiming to cut us off,” he said, ripping the sword out.  
 
    A sigh of relief escaped from Layla “That is good to hear.” 
 
    Blade looked up. “Hey…about time you made it…”  
 
    It took a lot for Blade to say those words. He couldn’t believe how exhausted he felt. All the magic had finally taken its toll on his body. 
 
    “We’ve got to move. There are a lot of warriors coming for us,” Mutieto said, not bothering to hide the relief he felt at seeing Blade safe. 
 
    “Agreed,” Jensen added. “We’re getting closer to the retreat point. If we don’t make it in time, the transports may leave us.” 
 
    “Exactly. Follow me, and we’ll get out of here.” Mutieto moved forward, not bothering to look back. 
 
    As the group moved forward, more warriors cut them off. “How do they keep finding us!?” Layla yelled in frustration. 
 
    Blade’s knee hit the ground. He was feeling a bit better, but still not having enough energy to stand properly. “We haven’t been able to truly lose them,” he said. 
 
    Layla looked at him. “Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    Blade shook his head. They couldn’t run fast enough to get away from them. Blade was slowing them down. 
 
    The clashing of metal could be heard. Mutieto was in combat with two warriors. He ducked a blow, found an opening and swung his sword upwards, taking out the arm of one warrior. The other warrior tried to capitalize on an opening, but felt nothing as his staff barely missed Mutieto’s head. That was the last thing he would do as Mutieto’s sword cut into the warrior’s stomach, moving upwards, slicing through his chest, and splitting his head in two. With the same swift motion, Mutieto cut the throat of the other one, who fell to the ground, hands clutching his neck. 
 
    More warriors poured into their area. Mutieto saw them, knowing what needed to be done. He had known all along it would come to this.  
 
    “I know a way,” Mutieto said. 
 
    “I’m all ears. What do you want us to do?” Layla asked. 
 
    Blade had a bad feeling about what Mutieto wanted to do. 
 
    Mutieto turned and faced Blade. “You know what I have to do. Someone has to keep them busy. I won’t let anyone else take my place.” 
 
    Blade couldn’t stop himself from speaking. “You’re wrong. We can do this another way.”  
 
    He was the one slowing everyone down, not Mutieto. There was no reason for Mutieto to stay behind, when it should be Blade. 
 
    “No. Not without losing more of us than we need to.” Mutieto turned to Jensen. “Carry Blade, and hand me your grenades.” 
 
    Jensen nodded his head, knowing what Mutieto had planned. He grabbed his remaining three grenades and dropped them in Mutieto’s hands.  
 
    “Use them wisely,” Jensen said. 
 
    Mutieto smiled, nodding his head. “Of course. You guys all get out of here. I’ll make sure you get the time you need.” 
 
    Blade couldn’t believe what his Mentor was doing. It wasn’t fair. There had to be another way. 
 
    “Blade, don’t beat yourself up over this,” Mutieto said, the smile never leaving his face. “I’ll make it back to you, one way or another. You’ll make a great Sentinel, and I can’t wait to see you when that time comes.” 
 
    Without delay, Mutieto turned toward the advancing Prazore. 
 
    “Run as fast as you can,” Mutieto said, chucking his first grenade. As the grenade exploded, Layla, Blade and the rest of the survivors ran off into the distance, leaving Mutieto alone. 
 
    The grenade exploded near a warrior, killing him instantly. An odd calm came over him, even though he realized this may be the last time he ever used a sword again.  
 
    I’ll take as many of these bastards as I can. At least I know Blade and the others will get out of here alive. 
 
    The warriors charged him. He blocked a staff, dodged the next, and went for a counter, which was blocked. He barely ducked a blow, his sword stabbing into the warrior’s leg. That warrior let out a growl before attacking again. 
 
    Mutieto’s breath came harder and harder. His arms felt heavier each time he swung his sword, or blocked an attack.  
 
    “You won’t get me that easy!” Mutieto yelled, sidestepping an attack and decapitating the warrior.  
 
    All the Prazore warriors stopped, backing off. Mutieto couldn’t help but show confusion on his face.  
 
    “Why are you stopping? Scared?” he taunted, knowing that wasn’t the reason. 
 
    “No.” A warrior stepped forward. This was the biggest warrior Mutieto had ever seen.  
 
    The Prazore warrior looked down at him. He had to be at least seven feet tall. His armor had a strange insignia on the breast plate, one Mutieto hadn’t seen yet.  
 
    He must be their leader. He could tell this warrior had seen a lot of combat. Scars marked his face, and there was confidence in his stance. 
 
    The warrior stopped. All the other warriors watched. He looked at Mutieto with intense brown eyes.  
 
    “You are a Sentinel. Of which Academy?” The warrior asked, his staff hanging loosely in his hand. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    The warrior nodded his head. “It does to me.” 
 
    Mutieto didn’t say anything for a moment, considering whether to answer. He couldn’t think of any reason why it mattered.  
 
    He smirked. “I am from the Orlion Academy.” 
 
    The warrior nodded his head. “I am Grazniak, a warrior of many battles. You will be the first of many Sentinels that I beat.”  
 
    The Prazore’s stance changed, his staff raised high and ready to strike. 
 
    Mutieto got into his own stance. “Why would you fight me alone?” 
 
    “As warriors, we all fight. If we cannot win a one-on-one, then we aren’t true warriors.” 
 
    “Strange logic. I’ll take it though.”  
 
    Mutieto charged, aiming directly for Grazniak’s chest. As expected Grazniak easily blocked the blow, but did not counter.  
 
    Interesting. He’s studying my moves.  
 
    Mutieto swung his sword wildly, as Grazniak easily blocked and dodged his attacks. Frustration started to boil inside him.  
 
    This warrior wasn’t even trying, yet Mutieto couldn’t land a single blow. He started moving faster, his fatigue gone for the moment, as he attacked like a mad man. He also focused on two nearby staffs on the ground, waiting for the right moment. Grazniak remained defensive, blocking each blow, and dodging the occasional strike with such ease. While the Prazore warrior was big, his speed was incredible. 
 
    I have to do it now. I can’t keep this pace up much longer.  
 
    Mutieto summoned the two staffs off the ground, and they flew toward Grazniak’s back.  
 
    It was at this moment Grazniak smiled, knowing exactly what Mutieto was doing. He dodged the sword strike, kicking Mutieto squarely in the stomach, sending him backward, then knocked both staffs away before they could reach him.  
 
    Grazniak turned back, waiting for Mutieto to get up. “Nice try, but we have studied your sorcery.” 
 
    Despite the situation, Mutieto let out a chuckle. “Well it was worth a shot.”  
 
    He took a deep breath. If he was at full strength, maybe he could take on Grazniak. Mutieto stretched his arm out, summoning a staff to it.  
 
    Let’s see how he handles this.  
 
    He charged, swinging at Grazniak with his sword in the left hand, the staff in the right. This is my only shot. I need to move as fast as I can.  
 
    Mutieto used everything he had, striking fast and hard. Grazniak’s face showed surprise at the ferocity of the attack. Mutieto smiled as his sword was about to plunge into the Prazore’s face.  
 
    But Grazniak moved faster than Mutieto thought possible. His head dodging out of the way, though the sword grazed his cheek. 
 
    It’s over. Mutieto felt all the energy drain from him. Time slowed. Grazniak’s face showed surprise that Mutieto had landed a blow, one that had almost cost him his life.  
 
    In a series of quick movements, Grazniak’s staff smashed into Mutieto’s right elbow, causing the staff in the Sentinel’s right hand to fly away. Next, the staff struck Mutieto in the stomach. He doubled over as the wind was knocked out of him. His sword fell to the ground. 
 
    Grazniak shifted upwards with the staff.  
 
    Mutieto felt blood in his mouth as the staff smashed his chin, causing him to fly backward. He landed on the ground hard. Darkness was taking him quickly.  
 
    The staff… he could have killed me… but it’s blunt, not sharp, like usual.  
 
    Mutieto knew what it meant. He lifted his head up, watching as Grazniak moved to a position over him.  
 
    Blade… I told you I would see you again.   
 
    That was Mutieto’s last thought before Grazniak’s staff cracked him across the head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there!” Layla exclaimed, bolting forward.  
 
    Blade looked up, seeing the transports landing. He couldn’t believe that he had made it all the way. His body was aching, and it took everything for him to move forward, with help from Layla. If there had been any more fighting, he’d be as useful as a child with no training.  
 
    They all moved forward, as fast as they could. He looked around, seeing soldiers ushering everyone inside transports. Some were helping carry wounded comrades, while others made sure no one was left behind.  
 
    “We made it,” Blade muttered, more to himself than anyone else. Your sacrifice isn’t in vain, Mutieto. 
 
    “You guys made it!” Travis came running up, excitement in his voice. “I was worried we had lost you.” 
 
    “We made it, although Mutieto stayed behind to give us the time we needed.” Blade did not hide the bitterness in his voice. 
 
    Travis looked at Blade. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He went over, patting Blade on the shoulder with his metal hand. 
 
    Blade pushed Travis’s hand away. “I’m fine. He did what he thought was best to get us here. Let’s not waste our chance.” 
 
    Travis nodded his head. “Let’s get going, then. Your group was the last to arrive. I’m glad I told them to wait.” 
 
    “Thanks for that. We all appreciate it,” Layla said. 
 
    A soldier ran up. “Sir, we need to leave now. Admiral Nukan just informed us they that can’t hold out much longer.” 
 
    “Very good.” Travis spoke into his comlink, signaling everyone to get on board a ship. “All remaining transports are clear for take-off. I repeat. All transports are clear for take-off.”  
 
    They ran to the nearest transport ship, with the exception of Travis, who ran to a different one. Blade took a seat and the transport blasted into space. 
 
    “Hang tight back there, enemy ships inbound,” the pilot said over the intercom. 
 
    What a surprise. Relentless bastards. You’ve won this battle, but not the war. I swear I’ll make all of you pay for what you have done. No matter the cost, I will make you all suffer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their ships jumped right into the middle of a battle. Kane looked around, seeing the Prazore pushing their advantage.  
 
    “We made it in time. All fighters, protect the transports!” he said to the survivors from his squadron. There may only be five of them, but they were needed. 
 
    “Everyone stick together. If you need to back off, do it,” Terminus added. 
 
    Kane ignored the comment. With all the mistakes he had made already, it was probably best that Terminus added a command of his own.  
 
    “Shadow squadron, this is Admiral Nukan. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Admiral, this is Kane. We are going to help secure the transports,” Kane responded. 
 
    “You only have five fighters left. Get out of here. We’ll secure them ourselves,” Nukan said, a hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    Kane shook his head, even though Nukan couldn’t see it. “Sorry. We aren’t backing off until every ship is safely away. You might as well tell us where we are needed, or we’ll figure it out for ourselves.”  
 
    There was silence. Nukan would not like that response, and the fact he couldn’t do anything about it would make him even angrier.  
 
    “Fine. Join up with Gamma.” Without any further word, Nukan ended the transmission. 
 
    “You heard him.” Kane flicked a switch. “Gamma do you copy?” 
 
    Kane jerked his control before Gamma could respond, barely dodging a shot that would have disabled his ship.  
 
    “I need cover. Transports are under fire,” he said. 
 
    “I got you, Shadow One,” Gamma three said. 
 
    A few ships from Gamma squadron showed up near him. 
 
    “Thanks. Focus fire on any ships targeting the transports,” Kane commanded. Even though Gamma was part of the Alliance Navy, they would hopefully listen to him. “Our mission is to recover the transports safely. If a Prazore ship retreats, let it go.”  
 
    “Agreed. Gamma that is an order,” the leader of Gamma squadron said. 
 
    Kane let loose a round of bullets. His ammo was starting to run low. He had to make sure every shot counted. His bullets ripped into the enemy pilot, causing the craft to down spiral toward the planet. 
 
    “They appear to be changing targets toward the transports,” someone from Gamma squadron said.  
 
    “Cowards,” Kane muttered. “They should have more openings. If they are focusing on the transports, use them.” 
 
    Kane rerouted power from the shields to the engines. If they were focusing on the transports he wouldn’t need his shields and the extra speed would allow him to get to their ships faster. He opened fire, taking out another ship. 
 
    “Can someone help the transports near the planet? They’re getting hammered,” Kane said calmly, shooting down another ship.  
 
    “Gamma Four, Six, Nine, Thirteen, get over there,” Gamma’s leader said. 
 
    “On it,” someone from the squadron responded. 
 
    The Gamma pilots broke off, as they headed toward the transports near the planet.  
 
    Kane’s danger sense went off. He slammed his throttle, flying toward the planet. His ship rocked as a laser blasted his wing. Where did that come from?  
 
    “I’m hit.” His voice was calm as he assessed the damage, regaining control of his craft. “No serious damage. Did anybody see where that came from?” 
 
    “Yes. You got in range of one of their capital ships. You’re lucky to be alive,” came the response from Gamma three. 
 
    Luck had nothing to do with it. Kane thought, not responding. “Good to know. Everyone keep out of range, or you’ll be toast.” 
 
    They didn’t need to wait much longer. There were only two transports left, and they were almost to the ship. The Ascors had been able to take down one transport. While Kane felt regret for not having been able to save them, he was glad the Prazore only got one. 
 
    “There are two transports left. Let’s not lose any more of them,” a Gamma pilot said. 
 
    Kane felt a familiar presence. He smiled. At least Blade had survived. 
 
    It didn’t take much longer. The last transports entered the hanger bay.  
 
    Kane let out a sigh of relief, happy that Blade and Layla had made it back in one piece. 
 
    Then the whole fleet jumped into Warp Space, leaving Hucara in the hands of the Prazore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship rocked, as an explosion hit nearby. None of this affected Blade, his mind whirling over what had happened. It would be ironic to die now, after all they had done to get to the ship.  Everyone was silent in the transport. Some people gasped each time the ship rocked.  
 
    Is your sacrifice in vain? Did you sacrifice yourself for us to die up here?  
 
    Blade shook his head. No, Mutieto wasn’t dead. He refused to believe it. Wouldn’t he have felt something if he had died? So far, he hadn’t felt anything.  
 
    He clenched his fist. Did you escape? Divert their attention? Did they capture you, or did they kill you? 
 
    “Hang tight back there, guys,” The pilot hollered over the ships coms. “We are going into evasive maneuvers. We should be at the ship in sixty seconds.”  
 
    “I hope we make it…” someone muttered nearby. 
 
    “We will. The fleet will cover us,” someone else responded. 
 
    Blade closed his eyes, tuning the rest of their words out. He had to find out if Mutieto was still alive or not. He could no longer feel the rocking of the ship as it moved as a shot almost hit them. Damn. I can’t sense that far.  
 
    Blade knew that he wouldn’t be able to locate Mutieto that way. He reached out farther, looking for the familiar presence in space.  
 
    Blade opened his eyes. A little smile showed up. “Trust me. We’ll make it. We have one of the best pilots covering us.” 
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    A minute after they landed, Blade walked out of the transport.  
 
    Walking down the ramp, he looked around and found Kane, already out of his ship. He was relieved that Kane had made it out alive.  
 
    “I knew you would survive. Nice flying out there!” Blade said, slamming Kane in a hug. 
 
    Kane returned the smile. “Glad to hear you made it out alive,” he said, not hiding the relief in his voice. He looked around as he noticed someone was missing. 
 
    Blade’s smile dropped as he remembered that Mutieto wasn’t with them. He could tell from Kane’s confused face that he was looking for Mutieto.  
 
    “He sacrificed himself so we could get away,” Blade said. 
 
    Kane’s eyes darted to the floor. “I’m sorry. Jorak sacrificed himself to save my life.” His fist clenched as the memory played itself over in his head. “I know he’s alive. I didn’t sense him die. He’s just alone on that planet with a lot of Prazore warriors searching for him, I imagine.” 
 
    “I didn’t sense Mutieto die either. He either escaped, or the Prazore captured him.” Anger was seething through Blade’s voice. “Those bastards…if they didn’t start this war, we wouldn’t have to go through any of this. I can’t wait to kill more of them.” 
 
    The anger in Blade’s voice surprised Kane. While he disliked the Prazore, he didn’t hate them, nor wish to kill them. “I understand. But killing more of them just to do it may not be the wisest idea. Prisoners may be more important.” 
 
    “That may be true, but they don’t deserve to survive. They started this war, and dammit, I’ll make sure every last one of them realizes how stupid it was to start all this.” 
 
    At that moment, Layla stepped in. “Kane, I am glad to see you made it.” She looked with concern at Blade. “Sorry to interrupt, but the Council wants everyone up in the communications room.” 
 
    Kane nodded his head. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. Let’s go.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to arrive in the communications room. There was a video screen of Thal.  
 
    “That appears to be everyone,” Thal said, as the last stragglers walked into the room. 
 
    There were a little over forty Academy members present. Over half their total number were missing or had been killed, with a fair number injured.  
 
    “I’m sorry to delay the rest you all need,” Thal began, “but I needed to see who was still among us, and to provide an update. We lost a lot of good people today. I hope this makes everyone aware just how big a threat the Prazore are.” 
 
    Thal cleared his throat. “As I am sure you are aware, we took a pounding in both the air and on ground. In total, we lost over a quarter of our fleet.”  
 
    Blade didn’t fail to see the distress on Thal’s face.  
 
    “The Alliance has decided to do a full-on retreat, and will pursue different tactics. All Academy members are to return as soon as possible. The outer edge is lost to the Prazore and there is nothing more we can do at this time. The council will work with the Alliance on our next steps.” 
 
    Good. It was a mistake to try one big engagement against an unknown enemy.  
 
    Blade looked at Kane, who nodded with approval. One thing they had both agreed on was that they shouldn’t have done a big engagement in the first place. 
 
    Thal went on. “With the loss of the outer edge, the inner edge is vulnerable. We will be issuing a galactic announcement and transport planets believed to be targets and will get as many out as we can.” There was a hint of sadness in the Imperator’s voice. “A lot of good people died today. I wish I could say there would be no more death, but I would be lying if I said that. Our core planets have set security to phase five. As you all know that means all military personal are on standby and all planetary weaponry are set to full power.”  
 
    There were tears among some of the Sentinels. The ones who had lost friends, loved ones, or even their Mentors. All of them wondered the same thing: would they be assigned a new Mentor temporarily? Would they still be allowed to fight in the war without one?  
 
    Blade knew he would be fighting regardless, even without a mission. They would assign Layla one, and there was no way he would let her go anywhere without him. 
 
    After a moment, Blade realized he had been tuning out Thal.  
 
    Thal’s voice continued on. “We may have lost Hucara and Cress, but trust me when I tell you this war is not over. This won’t be our only defeat in this war, but we will win as long as we fight together.” There was a brief pause as Thal let those words sink in. “I wish I had something more to say, but for now this is it. If I receive any updates I will make sure to let you all know.” 
 
    The moment the transmission ended, the room erupted with noise. Everyone started talking to one another, asking questions or clarifications, wondering what was in store for them. Layla grabbed Blade’s hand, navigating him out of the room. 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    “Quiet,” she said, dragging him along.  
 
    She ignored the questions Blade asked as they walked. Nobody seemed to notice that they had left the room.  
 
    What is she doing? He pondered, sensing distress from Layla.  
 
    After a moment, they turned right and were in a room, alone.  
 
    She let go of his hand, turning around, looking him dead in the eyes. “It’s time we talk about what happened.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about,” Blade said, not bothering to hide his annoyance at the subject. He should have known that’s what she wanted to talk about. 
 
    Layla shook her head. “Dammit, Blade. I’m not blind, you know. I can feel the hatred, pain, and guilt in you.” Her eyes did not leave his face. “I know you aren’t fine. You lost Mutieto today, and I know that’s not easy.” 
 
    Anger flashed across his face. “So what? I do hate the Prazore. Can you blame me? They deserve everything they have coming to them. I will make sure they realize their mistake, making sure each of them suffer.”  
 
    He seethed, barely containing himself from screaming.  
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not right. You are looking for revenge. That’s how people get themselves killed!” A sigh of frustration escaped her lips. She really wanted to smack him. “Look, Mutieto may still be alive. We don’t know if he’s dead or not. You should be more focused on bringing him back alive, not on a killing spree.” 
 
    “Why do you care so much? Why does it matter what I do?”  
 
    You idiot, how can you not see? Layla bit her lip. “I don’t want you to die. That’s why.” She wished there was a way to get through to him. “Listen to me. There is no honor in sacrificing yourself to kill as many warriors as you can. Mutieto didn’t sacrifice himself so you could do the same thing. He did it so you could live.” 
 
    Blade remained silent. Layla held her breath, praying her words would get through his thick skull. She would not be the one to break the silence. 
 
    Blade stared at Layla for a minute, opened his mouth, closed it, and took a deep breath. “Look, I wasn’t planning on getting myself killed. I’m not that stupid, you know. Nothing you say will stop me from wanting revenge, or from wanting to kill as many of them as I can. But I can promise you this.” He rested his hands on Layla’s shoulders. “I won’t get myself killed. I don’t want to die. Trust me on that.”  
 
    Layla reached out, embracing Blade in a hug. “That’s good. I won’t lie. I am very worried about you,” she muttered, squeezing Blade to death. 
 
    She misunderstands my motives. I have no intention of dying or doing anything suicidal. I still have things I care about. I need to rescue Mutieto. I will take out as many Prazore as I can while I accomplish that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane had watched as Layla dragged Blade away. It didn’t surprise him. His emotions were out of control at the moment. He could feel hatred coming out of his friend. He wished that he could talk to him and help, but he wouldn’t be of much use, not when considering his own problems. He snuck out of the room, looking for a place of solitude himself.  
 
    The guilt was eating him from the inside out. It had been his plan to take out the shield generators. They had all believed in his plan, and what did he bring everyone? Nothing but disappointment.  
 
    Kane had watched Jorak sacrifice himself for a mistake he had made out there. Most of his squadron had gotten killed, and the Prazore took very little damage. What could have been an end to the war was total disaster.  
 
    His fist clenched as he snuck into a room. Kane breathed a sigh of relief that nobody was here. He sat down, wanting to lash out in anger. I vow to never lead a squadron again. I am not a good leader.  
 
    It was ironic. His whole life, he had wanted to lead troops into battle, help others in need. Instead he found what he thought was a good weakness and got a lot of people killed. War isn’t a game, nor is it fun. It’s all about survival, and defeating the enemy. Everyone who fights is a hero and there is no one-man army. 
 
    The door opened, causing Kane to jump.  
 
    “Kane, may I come in?”  
 
    Kurvara. Kane debated for a second, before responding. “Yeah, come in.”  
 
    He did his best to keep his emotions hidden as deep down as they could go. I’ll have to deal with my troubles later. 
 
    Kurvara walked into the room, taking a seat next to him. She didn’t say anything at first, something Kane didn’t mind. They both sat in silence, listening to the hum of the ship’s engines.  
 
    After a few minutes, Kurvara decided it was time.  
 
    “Look…” she started, then stopped, as she thought about what to say. “I know you like to deal with your emotions on your own…”  
 
    She paused again.  
 
    Kane didn’t respond, knowing she was looking for the words.  
 
    Determination came across her face. “This is something you need to talk to someone about. It doesn’t have to be me, but please talk to someone. I-I don’t know why, but I can sense your guilt. It’s going to tear you apart.” 
 
    Surprised flashed across his face. “How can you sense that? I have my emotions blocked off, I know for a fact that I do.” 
 
    Kane knew that Kurvara was telling the truth, it wasn’t a bluff. 
 
    “I don’t know why. For some reason, I can sense it. I can’t tell you why, but—” 
 
    Kane interrupted. “That’s ok. I don’t really have anyone to talk to, and I don’t like to talk about these things. Jorak’s gone, captured or killed, and there’s nothing else to talk about.” 
 
    The silence built for a moment.  
 
    “Kane, I want to help you,” she said. “You helped me when I was a captive. Let me help you now.” 
 
    A sigh escaped his lips, knowing that Kurvara wasn’t going to drop it.  
 
    Kane spoke. “I feel guilty for how most of our squadron died on my orders. My plan went to shit, causing the deaths of who-knows-how-many pilots, let alone my own squadron. We should have just evacuated, but I thought I had a way to turn the battle around, I was wrong.” All the guilt and frustration could be heard in his voice. “There’s nothing you nor anyone can do to help me. It’s something I have to come to terms with on my own, and accept what happened.” 
 
    Kurvara understood. No matter how much she would get out of him, it wouldn’t fix his emotional turmoil. She just had to accept that.  
 
    “I won’t lie,” she said. “I haven’t been in your situation. You have to know though that being a leader is learning from your mistakes. If your plan had worked, you wouldn’t be talking like this. That’s what leadership is. You can’t predict everything that will happen, and you have to deal with the consequences. If you can’t accept that, then you’re right. You shouldn’t lead until you realize that.” 
 
    A look of horror crossed her face as she realized what she had said. “I’m sorry, I did not mean for it to come out like that.”  
 
    Kane smiled, shaking his head.  
 
    “No, it’s fine.”  
 
    He didn’t elaborate, pondering what Kurvara had said.  
 
    She’s right. Leaders can’t predict the future and people die under their command all the time. I guess I never realized the burden of it until now. If my plan had worked, I would be celebrating instead of drowning in my own guilt. No wonder Jorak would talk to me about leadership and how it wasn’t as fun as it sounds. Being the boss comes with a lot of responsibility, and guilt. 
 
    “You’re right,” he finally said, after a couple of minutes. “If we had destroyed the generators and defeated the Prazore, this would be a totally different conversation. Thank you for that, hopefully in time I can come to terms with what happened and forgive myself.”  
 
    I hope that one day I can. This war is going to go on for a long time. Like it or not, I will probably end up making a decision that could cost the lives of the people around me. The question is can I ever get to that point? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days had passed. All of the Academy members that were able had returned to Orlion and were waiting for instructions. Blade, Layla, Kane, and Kurvara were outside, getting prepared to leave again. 
 
    After arriving back at the Academy, a slight panic ensued as news spread that the Prazore had taken more planets in the inner core during the invasion of Hucara and Cress. More information on the invasion also terrified people as it was realized the fleet the Alliance had fought wasn’t even the Prazore’s full force.  
 
    Just hours ago, there was a brief meeting and Thal spoke, discussing the current situation. Most members of the Academy were being assigned to help vulnerable planets evacuate. Due to security, very few people were informed of the Alliance’s potential plans. There were reports that the Prazore were sending in small strike teams, taking prisoners and sabotaging the defenses of inner core planets. The Orlion Academy was going to help keep defenses up longer so that civilians could escape. 
 
    This was new territory for not only the Alliance, but members of the Orlion Academy. Not only had the Prazore beat them in the first engagement, they had been absolutely crushed. While there have been losses, the battle for Hucara would be considered one of the biggest military defeats in the history of the Alliance. 
 
    Blade broke the silence. “How long do you think until we organize another attack against the Prazore?” 
 
    “Soon, but I don’t think we’ll be doing a big scale like Hucara for at least a year,” Kane responded. “I expect small scale attacks within a few months. I could be wrong though.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Kurvara asked. “No matter what, billions, possibly trillions of people are about to lose their livelihoods. We failed, the Alliance failed, and those people are going to blame all of us for this problem.” 
 
    “I was watching Del Nado on the Galactic News and he’s already all over this crisis. He’s blaming the Academy for not properly informing the military on what we are dealing with. A bunch of bullshit, of course,” Layla said, a hint of frustration in her voice. 
 
    Kane shrugged his shoulders. “There’s nothing we can do about it. As of right now we have to focus on this threat, not what people are saying about us.” 
 
    “Public opinion will change once we start pushing the Prazore back. Every warrior we kill will bring us closer to that goal,” Blade said.  
 
    “True. If we were to have a massive victory tomorrow, public opinion of us would be high. Can’t take it too seriously,” Kurvara added. 
 
    Before anyone else could response, the sound of engines came from the sky as a transport was landing. Blade felt a gust of wind brush against him as the ship landed. 
 
    The moment the doors opened, Blade, Layla, Kane, Kurvara, and the rest of the Sentinels assigned to this mission all boarded the transport. The door closed and the transport blasted off, leaving Orlion behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vorka watched as the Alliance fleet retreated into Warp Space. 
 
    The warriors around him cheered. Vorka, on the other hand, did not. There were very few warriors who knew the weakness that the Alliance had tried to exploit. If they had succeeded, they would have dealt a crippling blow to the Prazore fleet.  
 
    Vorka had almost decided to go fight on the planet, alongside his troops. The only reason he didn’t was a feeling that he should be leading this first battle, and wait to get a foothold on the ground.  
 
    Vorka turned to the nearest warrior. “I want you to get all commanders ready for a meeting in ten minutes.”  
 
    He walked out of the command center, not even bothering to wait for a response.  
 
    They were going to change tactics for future battles, the first being no more using the shield generators. As he walked, he pondered everything that had happened. From what he had heard, the ground assault had gone as planned. The space battle had been going as planned until the Alliance had somehow pinpointed that weakness. Their adaptability had far surpassed his expectations. 
 
    The door opened. Communications had already started. All the commanders appeared in hologram.  
 
    “Good,” Vorka said. “Looks like you are all here, and faster than I expected.”  
 
    He took a seat at his usual place.  
 
    “This is going to be a brief meeting. The first thing I want to say is congratulations on your victory today. It was a stepping stone in this war, and one we needed to secure, for this invasion to maintain its course.”  
 
    Vorka stopped speaking as he looked at each commander, seeing which ones looked cocky and which ones didn’t. He spotted the ones he knew needed to hear this the most. 
 
    “I’m going to get straight to the point. From now on, the outward shields are not to be used unless I say so.” 
 
    The faces that came over most of the commanders was priceless.  
 
    “Warlord, that doesn’t make sense,” a commander protested. “If it wasn’t for that shield, we would have taken a lot more damage!”  
 
    Vorka nodded his head. “That is correct. And yet, had we not disabled it when we did, we’d have lost over half our fleet in a split second.”  
 
    A lot of them gave him puzzled look. Not many knew the weaknesses of the shield. Now it had to be brought to light.  
 
    Vorka continued. “That is correct. If I had not ordered the shield be taken down we would have been dealt a crippling blow in today’s battle, and over half of us would not be at this meeting, including me.” 
 
    There was stunned silence. The other commanders looked at one another.  
 
    “If that’s true,” Florik said, breaking the silence, “then why not disable the shields if we see the Alliance going after them? Seems pointless to set them aside completely! It took our engineers years to develop this technology!”  
 
    “A good question. The reason is simple. The Alliance would set a trap to where they could destroy it before you could order your fleet to disable it.”  
 
    Vorka reached over and started tapping some keys.  
 
    “I’m going to transfer all of you a log file.” It took him a moment to get the log file and send it over to all the commanders. “A brief overview. The Alliance was trying to contact the soldiers that were on the moons to fire on the generators from the other side. We had already taken out their systems. But if we hadn’t, their plan would have worked, and I would not have been able to get the generators disabled in time to prevent one of them being destroyed.” 
 
    Vresh was looking through the file, not commenting yet. Vorka waited as everyone glanced over it.  
 
    Vresh was the first one to finish. “I understand, but we had planned on taking that out from the beginning. This is their only system with defenses of that magnitude.” 
 
    This was the problem with some commanders. They were too cocky, and didn’t think just how easily things could change.  
 
    “Think for a moment, Vresh. The Alliance will come up with a better plan, one where it takes a split second for them to destroy the generator, before we disable it and lose a huge portion of our fleet. Until our engineers can get around this, nobody will use this technology until I say so.” 
 
    “B—” 
 
    “No. There is no more arguing about this. I have made up my mind. Nothing you can say will make me change it.”  
 
    The tone of command in his voice shut Vresh and anyone who thought about entering the conversation up. He knew this order was going to be the first one to cause a rift in his command. Vorka could tell by Vresh’s face that if the time came, he would challenge the Warlord’s position personally. 
 
    “That is all I wanted to discuss in this meeting, and wanted to make sure everybody was aware before we move onto our next stage of this invasion. I will let you all know when to proceed.”  
 
    Vorka’s fingers shut down the call. There was more to talk about, but now was not the time. 
 
    He got up from his seat, moving toward his chambers. Initially he had been all for this invasion, knowing that uniting the galaxy was for the better. Only now were there doubts crossing his mind.  
 
    They had begun this invasion with the enemy knowing nothing about them, yet the Alliance was able to adapt quickly, almost turning the tide of the battle. If they can adapt that quickly, it was only a matter of time before the Prazore’s advanced technology was no longer an advantage.  
 
    It was time to proceed cautiously and not do anything reckless, something most of his warriors and commanders would disagree with. There would be challengers to his position in the months to come, Vresh being the first, but caution was required for the good of the Prazore. He looked deep into space, seeing nothing but darkness, letting that idea sink in.  
 
    The door opened. Vorka didn’t need to turn around to know it was Yaqul. “Welcome back. Anything to report?” 
 
    “Warlord, the Supreme Overlord wants to speak with you.” 
 
    Vorka’s eyes widened. Why would Shiviath be reaching out to him so soon?  
 
    “Leave. I will answer the call here,” Vorka commanded. 
 
    Yaqul bowed his head. “At once, Warlord,” he said, leaving the room. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence before a hologram of Shiviath appeared before him.  
 
    Vorka bowed. “Supreme Overlord,” he said in a neutral tone. 
 
    “You have done well today Warlord. Better than I could have hoped,” Shiviath said in his deep voice.  
 
    Vorka raised his head, a little surprised. Shiviath had a smile on his face. “How may I assist you?” he asked. 
 
    “I have been conferring with the Intendants on future plans. As you know, they told me I should wait until we push the Alliance to their core worlds before I join all of you.” 
 
    That was something Vorka remembered from many years ago, when Shiviath had asked their guidance on how to begin this war. The Intendants had come up with the plan to split the fleet into multiple sections, and to take out the outer edge planets first.  
 
    While Vorka had come up with the best way to do that, it had been the Intendants’ idea. They had also recommended that Shiviath not join the Warlord and the commanders until they were near victory. 
 
    “After much deliberation on the matter,” Shiviath said this as if it had already been done, “I have decided I will join all of you sooner than originally planned. I will be arriving on Sarus in two weeks. I expect there will be no trouble when I arrive.”  
 
    “It shall be done,” Vorka said, confident that most of the trouble on Sarus was already taken care of. 
 
    Shiviath let out a hard laugh. “That is good to hear,” Shiviath said, cutting the transmission at that moment. 
 
    Vorka stood there for a long period of time.  
 
    The Supreme Overlord was going to come to Sarus already. That meant he must have gotten the report on how the first battle had gone, and had seen how few their losses had been. He let out a smile, knowing that Shiviath would be pleased. The war may not be over, but they were getting closer and closer to their vision of a united galaxy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The war has only just began. Don’t miss out on the next book. 
 
    Galactic Conflicts: Dark Crusade 
 
    Coming out late 2018 
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