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I often dream about what’s happened, what’s going on, and what could potentially be. Most are just reflections of my immediate moment in space and time, but every now and then, I’ll dream of something that goes beyond my purview. Fortunately, I keep a journal to date these dreams, the good and the bad, and occasionally remind myself that I haven’t gone crazy. It’s a small comfort in a world of ongoing change, a world that, in my view, seems to march steadily towards self-destruction and madness.
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	“Sometimes, what defines a decision as being good or evil, merciful or cruel, is the thing we face when making that decision.”

Virgil


Chapter 1
Torn

TO WAKE UP in an increasingly alien world, a world still hostile to his very existence, made the effort of living an unnecessarily burdensome affair, and there were days when he would open his eyes and wonder why he bothered to get out of bed. There was no meaning to the endeavor, no great aspiration to his work, and the majority of his colleagues would have been relieved to hear of his absence. Should he die in his sleep someday, many would actually celebrate, so why was he still doing this? Why was he getting out of bed? The young man closed his narrow, tired eyes, sighed, and placed a hand on his head. There was no answer to this question. There was never an answer to this question, and for as long as he existed, he figured there never would be. It was not as though the answer mattered. He was an insignificant speck in the machinations of the world. His life did not matter, and whether the world wanted him alive or not did not matter either. This was just another day, and it would continue with or without his participation. Even so, it was better to get something out of it than nothing, so Reese sat up, planted his feet on the floor, and scrambled his short brown hair to get on with the task of existing.

After a routine piss, shower, and brush of his teeth, he strolled into the living room of his domicile. Light sifted through the partially closed slats in the window to reveal a dismal space. The table surfaces were cluttered with unread papers, empty bottles of alcohol, and parts scavenged from completed jobs. His customized white plasma rifle sat disassembled at the work desk he set up next to the entrance, and his sidearm rested intact on the corner. They were a pain to clean, but it gave him something to do at night. He turned on the mounted screen as he went to the kitchen to find something in his sparsely populated fridge to eat, and of course, the news was on. He barely listened as he pulled out leftovers from last night’s takeout and sat at his desk.

The anchor was a ginger lady with shoulder-length hair and freckles. She was consistently passionate about her job and the subject matter she talked about. That made her lucky, Reese thought. A lot of people were lucky. He was not, but he listened more closely because of her, and she spoke with her usual upbeat but professional cadence. “Strengthened protections for autonomous individuals continue to stir controversy within the House Assembly with more heated debates coming from the floor of the Common House than the Upper House. Conservative representative Clark Meadows had this to say.”

Two men then appeared on the screen. The first, dressed in a suit and red tie, said, “I just don’t think it’s necessary. I mean, these so-called people coming out of the Quarantine Zone, can they really be called human?”

The other man, identified as Representative Duke, was dressed similarly but equipped with a blue tie, and he said, “With all due respect, Representative Clark, they are absolutely human. How can you suggest otherwise?”

“The QZ is full of monsters and abominations, and there’s no way for us to tell whether or not this is another plot by Mara to once again extend her influence into the Order.”

“With very few exceptions, Mara has almost no influence over the autonomous populations of the QZ, and that’s been reported and documented for centuries now.”

“And we’re to take Stiletto at his word?”

“Stiletto’s an official ally of the Order.”

“But he’s an abomination too, and I have it on good authority the two could be collaborating by playing both sides of the divide.”

“That is a baseless and debunked conspiracy theory, and remind me if I’m wrong, representative, but wasn’t that same conspiracy put forth twenty years ago to justify the Sureshot Rebellion?”

Flustered, Clark shifted in his seat and replied, “I’m not justifying the Sureshot Rebellion.”

“But you’re familiar enough with their manifesto to repeat the same talking points.”

“I’m only saying it’s a valid security concern. We don’t know who these creatures are, and the Order took a huge risk in granting them asylum. Giving them rights, privileges, and protections is just unconscionable.”

“They’re refugees.”

“They’re machines, hollow machines at best and possessed machines at worst. I think until the question of what they really are is definitively answered, we shouldn’t go so far as to grant them all legal personhood.”

Reese turned off the screen remotely and shook his head. The anchor was pleasant to listen to, but he hated politics and would rather suffer the dark thoughts that surfaced during the silence. He did not have to endure them long as there was a rapid series of knocks on his door soon after. With a roll of his eyes, Reese granted entry with a buzz of the lock, and a familiar face rushed into the room. Tired, Reese asked, “What is it, Sirus?”

The sandy-haired Sirus was already wearing his orange and yellow uniform, and it was girded with a silver utility belt, an inactive plasma saber that dangled comfortably from his hip, and several additional plasma cells to power the weapon. “Your place is a mess,” he said. “Why aren’t you dressed yet?”

“Sirus. I’m eating. What are you doing here?”

“I got us a job.”

Reese groaned and turned back to his leftovers. “You rushed in here just to tell me about a job?”

“It’s an easy job, Reese, and it has a big payout. We don’t even have to worry about intel and prep. Most of it’s already provided. We just have to go to the site, pick up the relic, and bring it back.”

“If it’s so easy and so important, how’d you get the contract?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Reese turned to Sirus with an elevated eyebrow. “Don’t worry about it?”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

“Who’s the client?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Incredulous, Reese pushed back from the table and dropped his utensil. “What’s the delivery window?”

“Twenty-four hours, so we need to head out by tonight.”

Reese shut his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose, and said, “So let me get this straight. You accepted a high-priority, high-paying fetch job from a mystery client, and you want me to just not worry about it?”

Sirus nodded. “Yeah. Go get dressed. I’ll clean up in here.” Reese resisted the idea for another moment but acquiesced once Sirus started collecting the bottles for disposal. While his partner suited up, Sirus swiftly collected the trash, stacked the pages of old reports into a single pile, and opened the slats of the window so the light could flood in. He left the guns alone. When Reese returned, he was dressed in a light-blue uniform with white stripes that ran along the contours, and the magnetic holsters on his back and hip were ready to receive his armaments. By then, the floor was cleared, the tables were organized, and the room was illuminated. He winced over this, and, concerned, Sirus asked, “What is it, Reese?”

“Nothing.”

Sirus knew better than to accept that answer and said, “Things are going to get better after this. I promise.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’ll give you the coordinates once we’re in the air.”

Reese paused again. This was not like his partner. “You’re withholding an awful lot here, Sirus.”

“I know, Reese, but trust me, okay? This is going to be life-changing for us.”

Reese never trusted life-changing jobs. They were high-risk, likely to end in death, and almost exclusively offered by shady organizations that wanted to avoid the Armada’s oversight and corrections. If it was going to run afoul of the Order, Reese wanted nothing to do with it, but even with Sirus’ background, Reese had no reason to believe it would be that bad, and he trusted Sirus more than his own paranoia. “A fetch job?”

Sirus nodded. “In and out. Won’t even cost us a cell, and fuel’s covered this time.”

That was another warning sign, but one Reese willfully ignored. “Alright, Sirus, but this better be good.”

Sirus paused. “Oh. I didn’t mean for us to start right away.”

“What? Then what did you tell me to get dressed for?”

“Well, we’ve got time to spend before the window gets critical, and I thought you could stand to get out for a bit. I’ve got a few odds and ends to pick up and a security shift I promised I’d fulfill this week, but before all that, I thought we’d get lunch.”

“Lunch?” but Reese shook his head. “Okay, fine, but what about me? Did you find anything for me to do while you’re working?”

Sirus frowned, lowered his head, and shook it. “I’m sorry, Reese. Not this time.”

“Great.”

Sirus took a moment to mourn his partner’s condition. He was all too aware of the situation and how talks were going in the political assemblies. Reese had shut that entire side of the world away from himself, but Sirus kept his eyes and ears open for both of their sakes. The world was not going to take them by surprise again, and he said, “Things are going to get better after this, Reese. I promise. I’m going to take this trash out really quick, but I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“And don’t drink so much.”

Sirus departed, and for a split second, Reese thought to ask for a copy of the brief, but Sirus was gone before he could finish processing the request. “It’s going to be okay,” Reese told himself. He was lying, but he nevertheless repeated, “It’s going to be okay,” and he pushed the anxiety out of his mind.

Later that night, a terrestrial forest abuzz with nocturnal activity reached for the medley of stars overhead, but the hum and whine of a red vessel streaked across the canopy and sliced through the air between the two domains. The airship was flying low and fast to avoid detection, but within the cockpit, Reese checked his instruments to be sure they were not being tracked. His face was lit up by flashing indicators and dull, flickering displays, but he saw no signs of trouble. “This is not okay,” he grumbled, but there were no patrols over the airspace and thus no altercations. He breathed in an attempt to calm himself. “Alright,” and he exhaled. “Alright. We’re still in one piece, so…so far, so good.” He then called back to the adjacent pod beyond the door. “Sirus? We’re approaching the landing zone.”

“Got it.”

Reese prepared the landing pads for deployment, and after slowing the ship to a hover, he breathed once more and maneuvered over the clearing. “Don’t worry about it, he said,” and Reese lowered the ship’s altitude until it was safely grounded on the forest floor. He then took another deep breath and exhaled before resting his head against the seat. “Okay. We’re here.” Reese ran a hand through his hair and took another look at the display. They were deep in forbidden territory directly south of the Order’s Floating Capital, but they were alive. Even so, Reese reiterated, “This is not okay,” and he took a moment to settle his nerves before leaving the cockpit.

Sirus was seated in the adjacent pod and checked his gear for the third consecutive time. Everything was going according to plan. His eyes, resolute but hopeful, then checked the readout on his wrist display. His vitals were good, everything was fully charged, and buffering was reduced to a single percent. His loadout was optimized for the mission, and once he was satisfied with his preparedness, he reassured himself. “A quick in-and-out. No one has to know.”

“Sirus,” he heard again.

Sirus looked up just as his partner entered the chamber and asked, “What is it, Reese?”

Reese grabbed his customized rifle from the adjacent rack and primed the cells to ensure a decent charge. “Remind me again how I let you talk me into this.”

“We got here, didn’t we?”

Reese fixed the gun to the holster on his back and replied, “Yeah, but we shouldn’t have.” He then grabbed his pistol, cycled the battery, and placed it in his hip holster as he continued. “We shouldn’t have been able to get here, it shouldn’t have been this easy, and we shouldn’t be in one piece right now.”

“Reese, I know how you feel about coming here, but—.”

“Shut it, Sirus. We’re not talking about that. We’re talking about how you managed to get us out here. What did you do? Who did you talk to?”

“I didn’t talk to anyone. The prep was already done, remember, and I wasn’t in a position to ask the client for details.”

“But you accepted the job.”

“I wasn’t in a position to refuse either.”

“You told me not to worry about it!” and Reese calmed himself. “Who’s the client, Sirus?”

“It’s not important.”

“Since when is the client’s identity not important?”

But Sirus leaned forward. “The job’s clean, Reese. I wouldn’t have asked you to come with me if it wasn’t, and everything’s clear. We go in, we get the relic, and we get out.”

“Clear my ass. Gigs like this only look good on paper. You know it never pans out that way.”

“It’ll be worth it, Reese. When it’s all over, it’ll be worth it.”

Reese glared before he marched ahead. “It better be,” and the two left the ship through the sliding side door. Reese’s boots were the first to hit the verdant ground, and he lit up the surrounding area with the high-intensity beam of his tac-light. Sirus came after him and followed suit, and Reese asked, “Distance?”

Sirus pulled up the map on his wrist-bound display and noted the marker. “Checkpoint is five klicks south of here. It’s in a cave.”

“Intel this specific is too good to be true, Sirus.”

“Would you stop worrying?” and the two moved quickly and quietly. Reese kept his eyes open for surprises and threats on the way while Sirus led with quiet assurance and a steady pace. It was not long before they reached their destination and came upon the mouth of the cave, and Sirus checked the map again to confirm they were in the right location.

Just as they were about to enter, Reese turned to a sudden rustle in the foliage above them. He drew his rifle and whispered, “I don’t think we’re alone here.”

“Ignore it,” Sirus whispered back.

Reese paused. “That’s got to be the stupidest thing you’ve ever said to me. What is going on with this job, Sirus?”

“It’s fine. Let’s go,” and Sirus entered the cave.

“Fine,” and Reese kept the barrel of his rifle pointed at the rear as they entered.

It was not long before Sirus put away his light. The passage was illuminated by a trail of glowing teal crystals that lit up the cavity like stars in the darkness. They were too organized and arranged to be natural, and the soft pulse they emitted was unlike any mineral he had seen before. “Reese, look at this.”

Unimpressed, Reese answered, “Yeah, I see it,” and they pressed further ahead without another word. After a long and cautious walk, the path emptied into a final, open chamber, and once there, Reese turned around, lowered his rifle, and stood annoyed. “Sirus?”

But Sirus groaned and lowered his head. “Yeah.”

“I’m going to say it.”

“Please don’t.”

Reese glared at his partner but said, “I told you so.” Before them was a large dark crystal that floated over a metal base. Seven small and blue crystals floated around it, and there was a lattice of indecipherable scripts woven into the materials. It was too dark to see what was inside, but the center felt alive with a presence that dominated the room. The pulse of being was long, slow, and powerful, more than enough to put Reese on edge, and he shook his head. “This isn’t what I signed up for.”

But Sirus stepped forward.

“What are you doing?”

“There’s got to be something here.”

“You don’t actually think this giant chunk of rock is the relic, do you, because we don’t have the equipment to transport something like that. You said this was going to be easy.”

“Then there’s got to be something else we’re not seeing.”

“What else is there? I don’t see any other priceless artifacts lying around. Are you sure we’re even in the right place?”

“It has to be here.”

At once, the dark crystal was illuminated, and the two found a human figure resting within its center. His dark-skinned body and raven-colored hair were suspended in preservation, and he was dressed in a style of attire they could not place or recognize. It was a violet ensemble with long pants and short sleeves, and there was a sash tied around his waist with a stretch of fabric that draped down his front and back. The fabrics bore an emblem that resembled a torch, and a stiff collar ran around the perimeter of his neck. A pair of orange bands decorated his arms, and they were lined with green beads on red tassels, but they were followed by three pairs of metal cuffs with three lines of blue scripts etched into each one, and on his hands were a pair of black gloves. The pulsing presence came from him, and upon closer inspection, Reese and Sirus saw that the figure still breathed.

Reese took several steps backward and shook his head. “Nope. Nope. No. This is not what I signed up for. I don’t know what the hell this is, and I don’t care anymore. We’re getting out of here.”

“We can’t stop now.”

“Yes, we can. We are not here right now, we never were here, and this mission didn’t happen. If anybody asks, I took you to some bar where we got blackout drunk. That is the only explanation we can give for what’s happening, and it’s the story I’m going to tell provided the Armada doesn’t shoot us down first and ask questions later.”

Sirus ignored Reese and ran his hand over the casket. “There’s got to be a way to open this.”

“Sirus. Did you not hear what I just said?”

“I heard what you said, and I’m ignoring it.”

“Why? What’s so important about this job?” but Sirus declined to answer. Reese grumbled under his breath, “I can’t believe this,” and he marched forward to jerk Sirus around by the shoulder. “Hey! You better start making sense fast because last I checked, human trafficking wasn’t in our job description!”

Sirus glared. “You know I wouldn’t pull that kind of thing, Reese.”

“Well, it sure as hell looks like you did! What is this, Sirus? What are we doing out here?”

Sirus shook his head. “Okay, look. We’re here to find a weapon.”

“A what? So we’re weapon smugglers now?”

“No. It’s not like…it’s complicated. Look, just let me think for a minute,” and Sirus returned his attention to the crystal. “Just let me think,” and after a brief moment of silence, he recalled an item from a different brief he received and patted his pockets.

“What are you doing?”

“There was an item for this assignment. The sender said it would be the key to getting the relic, but…did I leave it on the ship? No. It’s here,” and Sirus pulled a small metal ball out of the pouch on his belt. It had three small bands of foreign text embossed around the surface, but there were no other discernible features.

Reese stepped forward and plucked the orb from Sirus’ hand, and after a quick examination, he said, “Are you serious? This thing is supposed to be a key?”

“That’s what I was told.”

“Uh-huh. And do you see any holes or indentations anywhere in this chamber to receive this so-called key?”

Sirus took the key back and said, “If you’d give me a minute to look, Reese.”

“You’ve got five. If you can’t figure this out in five, we’re heading back and forgetting this whole thing happened. Five minutes, Sirus.”

Sirus rolled his eyes and returned his attention to the crystal but was unable to see any other outstanding features that called for a key. Sirus then used his scanner to get a readout on the material composition of the crystal, but a red error notice appeared on his screen. He pulled his head back in surprise and uttered, “What does that mean?”

“Clock’s ticking, Sirus.”

“Shut up, Reese.” The brief provided no instructions on where or how to use the key, so Sirus was left to guess. He was unable to read any of the text, so he pushed it against the surface of the crystal and then tried tapping it against the shell, but there was no reaction. Out of curiosity, he then attempted a single, forceful hit, and the bands on the ball emitted a piercing siren as the tiny scripts flashed to prominence within each stripe.

Sirus dropped the key, and the two men covered their ears as the casket reacted to the noise with a shimmer. The lattice of scripts was then animated as the individual characters rotated and spun into new positions, and their strands clustered into six bundles with each one concentrated on the six metal bands around the figure’s wrists. Once the scripts of the crystal were absorbed by the scripts on the bands, the ball’s signaling ceased, and its scripts faded.

The air grew still, and the world paused as the figure within the case drew his first awakened breath. He exhaled slowly, opened his illuminated red eyes to the space in front of him, and glared.

Reese was the first to recover and slowly removed his hands from his head, but when he saw the crimson eyes of the figure glaring at them from within the casket, he quickly drew his weapon and said, “What the hell is that?”

In response to Reese’s alarm, Sirus pushed through his dulled senses and stepped back to activate his saber, but he felt a strong compulsion in his spirit to stop himself from completing the maneuver. It was a tenuous moment with little to no margin for error and misunderstandings, and though he did not understand the impulse, he pulled away from the saber and raised both of his hands in the air as a gesture of goodwill.

Reese was incensed. “Sirus, what are you doing?”

“I’m showing we don’t mean any harm. Put the gun away, Reese.”

“Are you kidding me? We don’t know who or what this is.”

“And we won’t find out if he thinks we’re hostile. Put it away.”

Reese groaned but spread his arms apart and put away his rifle.

In response, the figure’s eyes darted curiously between them and then dulled from a lit crimson to their natural color. The window of danger Sirus felt had closed, and with the tension in the room lessened, he asked, “I don’t know what’s happening or who you are, but can you hear us in there? Can you understand us?”

The figure clenched his hands and then observed the bands on his wrists. After an indignant huff, he looked ahead and answered, “Yeah. I can understand you.”

“You can? Good. That’s great.”

“Yeah. Great. Who the hell are you?”

Reese and Sirus exchanged glances, but Sirus continued. “My name’s Sirus, and this is my partner Reese. We’re mercenaries.”

“Mercenaries, huh?”

Reese nudged his partner and said, “There’s something off about this, Sirus. We need to get out of here.”

“It’s fine, Reese,” Sirus answered, and he turned back to the subject. “We were sent here to retrieve an ancient relic for a client. It’s called the Firestar. Do you know anything about it?”

But the subject was confused. “Ancient?”

“Yeah. It’s very important. Can you help us?”

A moment of quiet calculation passed, and the figure said, “That depends. Can you get me out of here?”

“We didn’t expect to see anything like this, so we don’t have the tools. I’m sorry.”

The figure took a breath to calm himself and shook his head. “Of course you didn’t,” and after exhaling, he shook his arms and said, “Alright, stand back. I don’t know how long I’ve been in here, but I was only able to loosen the bindings enough to do this once.”

“To do what?” Reese asked.

“Stand back.” The mercenaries obliged in caution, and the subject closed his eyes in concentration and emitted a single, forceful pulse of his will against the crystal. It shattered in response and dropped to the ground where it crumbled around the subject like fine glass. The scripts on his metal cuffs then flashed, and the subject reacted with a groan as an invisible weave of restraints coiled tightly around his body. He took another breath, stretched his fingers, and brushed the remains of the prison from his person. “All that time to do this one thing,” he grumbled. “I wanted to save it for something important, but fine. Fine,” and he turned his attention back to the mercenaries and crossed his arms. “So who the hell is your client, and what does he want with me?”

“Wait a minute,” Reese said. “Who are you? What did you just do, and what were you doing in there?”

The figure’s eyes switched between the two of them again, and he said, “You came here with a key specifically designed to wake me up, and you don’t even know who I am? Are you two stupid?”

“Just answer the damn question! Who are you?”

“My name is Darrio. Darrio Deloran,” but there was no reaction, and Darrio found that curious. “Have you never heard of me before?” and the two mercenaries shook their heads. “You’re in the Saline Realm. How can you be here and not know my name?”

“What’s a Saline Realm?”

Darrio’s mind was immediately alerted to the implication, and after blinking twice in response, he asked, “How long was I asleep?”

“Look. Buddy. I don’t know you, and I don’t care. Do you know anything about the Firestar or not?”

Darrio took another moment to assess his situation. “No.”

“So this was a bust. Great job, Sirus. This job was so easy, we’re not even going to get paid.”

But Sirus did not believe it. “We went through a lot of trouble to get here, and we were assured the Firestar would be found in this exact location.”

“And who told you that?” Darrio asked.

“Yeah, Sirus,” Reese followed. “Who told you that?”

Sirus looked at them both and said, “I can’t say.”

“Why not?”

“Because it would freak you out, Reese, and I didn’t want you to think I was crazy.”

“Well, it’s too late now. I think you’re crazy, so who gave you the damn job?”

“I can’t tell you. You’ll just—,” but Sirus was interrupted by a sudden rumbling. “What was that?”

Reese turned to Sirus and glared. “You said there wouldn’t be any problems here.”

“There weren’t any. There weren’t supposed to be.”

“Oh yeah? Well, that just sounded like an explosion.”

“This wasn’t part of the job.”

Reese charged his rifle and answered, “Only good on paper, Sirus.”

Sirus shook his head and turned to Darrio. “Can you follow us for now? I’ve got a lot of questions, but we need to get out of here first.”

“Sure.”

“Good. Stay close and keep your head low. I promise we’ll get you out of here in one piece.”

Darrio scoffed at the suggestion but remembered his restraints and said, “Fine.”

The three proceeded back through the corridor of moisture and lights, but the rumbling continued with rising intensity until the integrity of the cavern was compromised. “We need to hurry.”

“No shit, Sirus!” Reese answered, and they accelerated their pace as the pathway behind them crumbled in on itself.

Once they were back in the open, the mouth of the cave collapsed, and the two mercenaries paused to catch their breath. “Okay,” Sirus said. “That was not a part of the plan.”

“You think?” Reese replied. “Those were controlled demolitions. Somebody knew we were coming and tried to bury us.”

“No,” Darrio said. “That was just cleanup. If they wanted to bury you, they wouldn’t have waited until you woke me up, and they definitely wouldn’t have given you a chance to escape instead of blowing everything up at once.”

“What are you saying?”

“Do you see us being attacked right now?”

“You just woke up. What would you know?”

“Wait,” Sirus interrupted, and he listened. “Reese, he’s right. It’s too quiet.”

Reese listened as well and turned a cynical eye to Darrio. “Who are you?”

But Darrio tilted his head and answered, “You guys obviously don’t know what you walked into.”

“And you do?”

“What did you say to me before? Right. I don’t know you, and I don’t care. I don’t even know where you came from. What are you wearing, and what’s that thing you’re holding? Is that a weapon?”

Reese lifted his white plasma rifle in confusion. “This?”

“Yeah, that.”

“You’ve never seen a rifle before?”

“Is that what it’s called?”

Reese grabbed Sirus by the shoulder and whispered, “None of this is adding up. You said we were here for a relic.”

“That’s what the brief said.”

“Did it say the Firestar was a relic specifically, or did it just say we’re retrieving the Firestar?”

“It just said Firestar, so I assumed it was a—.”

“You assumed…,” and Reese clenched his fist. “We’re going to have a chat about this once we get back to the ship, Sirus.”

Darrio’s curiosity was piqued. “Did you just say ship?”

“Yeah, what of it?”

“How’d you get a ship out here? We’re landlocked.”

Reese turned to Sirus again and glared. “A nice, long chat.”

Sirus sighed and signaled for Darrio to follow. “Come on. You’ll see when we get there.”

Darrio did so but was in a state of constant curiosity over the surroundings. “I think I know where we are now, but where did all of this come from? There wasn’t a forest here before. What happened?”

Reese whispered, “Are you following any of that?”

Sirus shook his head. “Not at all,” and it was not long before they returned to the vessel. As the two mercenaries climbed aboard, Darrio paused in silence. Sirus looked back and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I thought this was called an ark,” Darrio said, “and I thought they were buried with the second world. Did you guys dig them up too?”

“What second world? What are you talking about?”

“The last one I saw was a lot bigger.”

“It’s not an ark. It’s Reese’s ship. How do you know what an airship looks like but don’t know what a rifle is?”

Reese called from inside, “Are you two coming or not?”

Sirus gestured for Darrio to enter and said, “Just come on, please.”

Darrio followed Sirus inside and took a seat at his suggestion. Once they were secured, Reese launched the vessel out of the landing zone, and the jolt of departure concerned Darrio, but Sirus reassured him that everything was normal.

With their destination locked into the navigation computer, the ship took off, and once they were soundly out of forbidden airspace, Reese set the vessel to autopilot and took a moment to check on his passengers. “We’re clear now.”

“Where are we going?” Darrio asked.

“Home so we can figure all of this out.”

“And where’s home?”

Before Reese could reply, Sirus interrupted and said, “Don’t answer that yet,” and he turned to Darrio. “I’d like to ask you some questions first.”

“Sure,” Darrio said. “What is it?”

“First, who are you?”

“I already told you.”

“You told us your name, but who are you?”

Darrio paused. “Before I answer that, I want to know what you thought you were going to find back there.”

Reese leaned against the doorway and turned to Sirus. “You know what? I’d like to know that too.”

Sirus looked at the two and sat up. “I guess there’s no point in hiding that part. Well, I already told you, Reese, but I thought we were going to find a weapon.”

Darrio turned cold. “A weapon, huh?”

“Yes. A weapon.”

“And what do you need this weapon for?”

“Yeah, Sirus,” Reese probed. “What do we need this weapon for?”

“Nothing,” Sirus said. “I only needed to find it. I had my reasons.”

“And what reason could have justified not telling me about this?”

“I can explain that later, but not now, not in front of him,” and Sirus turned back to Darrio. “I don’t think you were telling us the truth when you said you didn’t know about the Firestar, and I don’t know why you’re hiding it, but we need to know. Can you please just tell us where it is?”

But Darrio stared back with a stern expression. “Why should I? Who do you want dead so badly?”

But Reese stepped forward. “Sirus isn’t like that. This was a transport job.”

“You don’t look for a weapon like the one he’s looking for unless you plan on using it for something, and somehow, this feels personal.”

“It’s not,” Sirus said.

Irritated, Darrio said, “Listen. There’s something you do need to know about me right now, and it’s this. I hate liars, and you’re a terrible one, so don’t do that again.”

“Didn’t you lie to us back in the cave?” Reese questioned.

“I don’t know you,” Darrio answered, “and I’m trying to make sure no one else gets hurt trying to use something they don’t understand. What are you protecting besides your payout?”

“I’m not…,” but Reese turned aside. “You know what? Whatever.”

Sirus shook his head in frustration. “Please. Do you know where the Firestar is or not?”

“Yeah, but I’m not telling you.”

“This is important.”

Darrio leaned forward and said, “It’s not important enough for me to care, so unless you’ve got a damn good reason for why I should, I’m not telling you shit.”

Flustered, Sirus leaned back in his seat and shook his head. Reese patted him on the shoulder and said, “Good try, Sirus.” Sirus jerked away and shook his head, so Reese turned back to Darrio. “Sirus is a good guy, and I don’t care what happens to you so long as we get this over with and hopefully get something for our trouble, so how’s this for a reason?” Reese charged his sidearm and removed it from its holster. “We’re about fifty thousand feet in the air right now, so why don’t you tell us who you are and what you know before I put a hole in your head and dump your body through the disposal.”

Sirus turned to his partner. “Reese. You can’t do that.”

“It’s my ship, Sirus, and I can do whatever I want in it.”

Darrio glared but took a moment to consider his options. Reese’s threat felt hollow, but Darrio was unfamiliar with their weapons. He was fairly confident he could subdue them both with little trouble, and while they appeared disciplined enough, he sensed a significant gulf between his level of combat experience and theirs. Even if he did overcome them, however, he had no idea how to pilot the vessel, so as a practical measure, Darrio figured it would be better to cooperate than engage in an altercation. Reese tapped his pistol against the wall to hasten a response, so Darrio answered, “I told you my name is Darrio, but I’ve also been called the Demon, Reaper, Terror, Great Destroyer, and Great Beast.” There was no reaction to the regional monikers, so he continued. “The fact you don’t know any of that tells me more time has passed than I want to believe, and I’m starting to worry about what that means for the people I left behind. I shouldn’t be here.”

“Well, it’s not like we’re giving you a choice, so please. Continue.”

Darrio narrowed his eyes at Reese but kept speaking. “I was captured and put in that stone against my will. I don’t want to get into the story behind why it happened because I don’t fully understand the reasons myself, but now that I’m out, I think I need to see what’s happened to the world since I’ve been gone.”

“So what about the weapon? Where is it?”

Darrio looked at Reese and maintained eye contact as he shook his head. “It’s me, dumb ass.”

“What?”

Sirus groaned and took hold of his head. “No. No, no, no.”

But Reese was in disbelief. “Wait, wait. You’re saying you’re the Firestar? You’re the weapon?”

Darrio’s eyes darted between the two. “You were told where to find me, you didn’t recognize my name, you don’t recognize my titles, and you didn’t even know I was a person?” He then paused as he considered the implications. “How old are you guys? You look like twenty-somethings.”

“So what if we are?”

“If you’re that young and you’ve never heard of this, even if it somehow took only a few generations to forget it all, that would mean Joel, Aric, and everybody I’ve ever met since…they’re all gone.”

Sirus stood to his feet and paced back and forth in an attempt to recollect his thoughts. “This can’t be right. This can’t be. But if he was sealed, then he must be…but how does that make sense?”

Reese watched his partner and said, “What are you even talking about, Sirus?”

Sirus ignored the question, marched directly to Darrio, and stared at his face. “You’re lying again, aren’t you? Everything you just said was a lie. You have to be lying.”

But Darrio was stuck in his own realization. “Everyone I knew is gone. Right when I was about to change things. Everything I was going to start, everything I was going to fix…I missed it. I missed all of it.”

Sirus looked closer as he processed what Darrio said and pulled back. “You aren’t lying. You actually are the…,” and Sirus returned to his feet in a daze. “So if you’re telling the truth, then that means…that means…,” but he was unable to complete the thought.

Reese’s eyes jumped between the two, and he said, “I don’t know what’s going on with either one of you now. Can somebody fill me in on what’s actually happening here?”

Darrio closed his eyes briefly but stowed away his grief to focus on the situation at hand. “Everything just changed for me. This isn’t the world I knew, and I don’t know who anyone is or what’s happening anymore, but somebody wanted me awake, and they sent you two to do it.” Darrio then looked up to examine Sirus, and once he saw the confusion on the mercenary’s face, he said, “It looks like you’re just as screwed as I am. You took this job without knowing what you got into, you can’t get out of it, and now you’re scared shitless over what’s going to happen next. Am I right?”

“We’ve had difficult clients before,” Reese said, “but Sirus has never been like this. Hey, buddy. You’re freaking me out.”

But Sirus shook his head as the fissures in his mind took hold. “I’m sorry, Reese. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken this job. I shouldn’t have dragged you into this. I’m sorry,” and it became difficult for him to stand.

Reese stepped forward. “Are you okay?” but Sirus struggled to stay on his feet, and Reese rushed forward to keep him steady. “Sirus, you need to lie down.”

But Sirus’ eyes were lost. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m putting him in his bunk,” Reese said, and he led Sirus to the door at the other end of the chamber. “Don’t move.”

Darrio watched Sirus’ body quake with heaviness and tension, and after groaning over his own predicament, he said, “You know, you did get me out of a bad spot back there, so maybe I can help you with whoever or whatever put you up to this. I can’t do a whole lot with these on,” Darrio said as he lifted his wrists, “but I can still be useful.”

“We’ll talk about that later. I need to get him settled down.”

“Fine,” and when the two mercenaries were gone, Darrio leaned back to rearrange his thoughts and process what he learned. Pangs of loss and reverberations of anger coursed through his being during the exercise, and he clenched his fists to physically cope with the pain, but after several moments of silent meditation and grief, Darrio opened his eyes again. He could not change what happened, and it would never be possible for him to make up for all the time he missed, but he could still do some good despite his situation even if it meant starting over. He needed only to find his bearings, and until he understood the new world and how it worked, he would begin by helping out the mercenaries.

Soon after the decision was made, Reese emerged again and headed straight for the cockpit, but before he opened the door, he said, “It’s going to be a couple of hours before we touch down, so sit tight.”

“It’s not like I have a choice, but if the wrong kind of people know who I am and they happen to be the ones who set you up for the job, my existence is going to be a liability to you.”

“My existence is already a liability,” Reese grumbled.

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing. Ignore it, and yeah, I know. As soon as you’re delivered, we become a loose end to tie up.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“My plan is to play this by ear until I come up with something. I’ve got two hours to think at least.”

“I guess so,” and Darrio paused. “Listen. I understand you guys aren’t actually stupid, just ignorant about what’s going on, so I’m sorry about what I said earlier. I’ve been through a lot up to now, but that’s no excuse for what I said, and I am trying to be better. I just want you to know that.”

“That’s something, I guess. It probably won’t be enough to keep us alive, but it’s something.”

“You don’t seem as shaken up as the other guy. Have you seen stranger things than me?”

“I wish I’d seen less,” but after saying this, Reese entered the cockpit and closed the door without further elaboration.

Darrio was left to his thoughts in the silence that followed, and he recalled the names and faces of everyone he left behind. The overwhelming majority would have aged and passed on, but there were still a handful of potential survivors, and none were more important to him than the woman he partnered with in what used to be called the Hollow Realm. Darrio said he would return to her once his contention with the world was over, but he wondered how much had changed since his absence. Even if she were alive, would she even want him back? Perhaps she had moved on and forgotten about him. Perhaps she tried to recover him but failed and lost her own life in the attempt. Such speculations were hardly fruitful, but he wanted to at least consider the possibilities so he would not be caught off guard. He had already lost so much.

The hours came and went, and to Darrio, it was an astonishingly short amount of time for the distance traveled. He was used to long journeys on foot with days to spend on preparation, thought, and idle conversation, and he wondered if the rest of the world was similarly paced, but he failed to properly estimate just how much faster the world would become to him. Soon after he felt the ship land, Reese emerged once again to fetch Sirus from his bunk. The mercenary had mostly recovered, but his face was still fraught with worry. Reese tried to reassure him. “Relax, Sirus. We’re here,” but Sirus glanced at Darrio and quickly turned away.

Reese opened the sliding door and stepped out first. He was followed immediately by Sirus, and Darrio came after them to see a bustling city of lights. There were buildings far taller than any structure he had ever seen, and enclosed vessels were gliding through the streets with people controlling them from the inside. Everywhere he looked, he saw signs of activity, commerce, and leisure, and the scale of it all was overwhelming to his senses. “Where is this? Where did you take me?”

“This is Absol,” Reese answered.

“What?” and Darrio looked around. “This is Absol? What the hell happened to it?”

“What do you mean happened to it? You know about Absol?”

The Absol Darrio knew was nothing like the metropolis that surrounded him. “Why is everything so loud?”

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s lights everywhere, there’s all of these arks going back and forth, and it feels like everybody is…occupied by something.”

“Occupied. I guess that’s one way of putting it.”

But Darrio felt the word was more meaningful than he meant. There was something in the air and in the energy of the people around him that was strange but slightly familiar, but the familiar part was too subtle and elusive for him to determine why. As the three walked, Darrio listened to try and get a sense of what people were concerned about and saying, but their voices were often hushed, and he noticed glances of caution were frequently shot in their direction. As they stood at a crosswalk, a woman spoke on a device to what sounded like her significant other, and another man checked a band on his wrist for time. Two others were debating behind him over the attractiveness of two celebrities, and while time seemed to slow down for a moment, only a handful of words stood out to him from their conversations.

The woman pleaded on the phone. “It’s not what you think!”

The businessman checked his wrist again and clicked his tongue. “It’s time.”

One of the debaters laughed at his friend and said, “I know how it looked, but we both know that wasn’t real.”

And when Reese grabbed his attention again, Darrio felt like he was taken out of a trance. “What was I…?”

“Hey. Are you alright?”

Darrio shook his head. “Yeah, I’m fine,” but he was unable to shake the moment as anything less than significant.

As they crossed the road, Darrio was faced with another enormous structure that was domed at the top and arrayed with several entrances and signs. It spanned several square blocks of space and appeared to simultaneously be a grand meeting place and an arena. Sirus swiped his wrist device over a panel by the door and entered, and as Reese did the same, he noticed Darrio gawking at the building. “What are you waiting for?”

“Where are we?”

“It’s the Association Center.”

“Am I supposed to know what that means?”

Reese huffed and said, “It’s the central hub for the Independent Association of Mercenaries. It’s like a giant guild for contract work. Would you get in here already? Sirus is waiting on us.”

Darrio followed Reese into the spacious lobby where others checked in at various terminals and spoke to representatives at the central station. A handful looked at Reese with particular disdain but quickly went back to their business and ignored his existence. One continued to stare. They took no notice of Sirus. “You have a reputation here?”

Reese’s voice went cold as he said, “We’re not talking about it.”

Darrio respected the wish and moved his attention back to Sirus who spoke with the lady at the counter and then beckoned for them to follow. After this, they navigated past the crowds and through narrow halls until they finally came to the door of their destination. Sirus scanned his wrist over the panel, the door clicked unlocked, and the three entered into a small booth with a single display panel on the wall. They sat and waited as the news played out on the screen, and while the mercenaries ignored it, Darrio watched intently.

The ginger anchor continued to speak on her segment and said, “As of now, there is still no explanation for the strange phenomenon which seems to have swept the globe just hours ago, but people have already given it a name. The Omen.”

The scene cut to a man who spoke in the middle of a simple farm. “It was like everything stopped. Me, my wife, the kids, we all felt it.”

Then another man spoke, and he was dressed in a black suit on a street similar to the one they left. “Yeah, we felt it here too. It was like losing your breath, right? Never felt anything like it.”

Another woman was shown, presumably from a different city, and she said, “But, like, how does that happen? All of us at the same time? Like, everyone in the world? It’s spooky.”

The display returned to the anchor. “Order officials have yet to make a formal announcement about the phenomenon, but investigations are reportedly underway, and a conference to address the public is expected soon. More on this after a short break.”

The screen went dark, and Darrio asked, “Is this normal?”

“Yeah,” Reese answered. “Clients are always making you wait.”

“Not this. What was on the wall just now. Is that normal?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention.”

But Sirus said, “I don’t think that’s what he meant, Reese.”

“Well, how am I supposed to know what he meant?”

Darrio leaned back. “Somebody shows up on a wall and tells you what’s happening in the world right after it happens. That’s not a big deal around here?”

“That’s just the news.”

Darrio groaned. “And you’re just given the information. You don’t even have to work for it.”

“Work for it? What did you do for a living?”

Darrio shook his head, but there was a ring in the air, and the screen returned to life. Pictured through the display was the silhouette of a hefty man seated behind an ornate table. He spoke through a modulator that disguised his voice but not his accent which stretched from the back of his throat with authority. “Mr. Blade,” he said. “Have you returned with the asset?”

“Yes,” Sirus answered. “He’s right here.”

“He?” and the head of the man heeded an unseen voice that whispered to him from beyond their view. The man then cleared his throat and said, “I see. This is excellent news. A moment, please,” and the screen went dark again.

“I don’t see what you’re so scared of,” Darrio said. “He doesn’t look that tough. Heavy, yeah, but that just means he’s too slow to land a—,” but the mercenaries fervently shushed him. “What?”

“He can still hear us,” Reese said.

Darrio looked back at the screen. “The wall is dark. Doesn’t that mean it’s off?” but the screen came on again. “Oh great, he’s back.”

The two shushed him again, and Reese said, “Shut up.”

The man spoke. “Your friend seems to think he’s amusing, but it seems I should expect this from him.”

“Who’s telling you that?” Darrio asked, but Reese shushed him again. “I want to know who he’s working for.”

“Your fundamental misunderstanding,” the man answered, “is for you to assume that I work for anyone but myself.”

“That’s not a misunderstanding. It’s a fact. You clearly don’t know who I am, and I sure as hell don’t know who you are, so who told you where to find me, and who gave you the key?”

“What key?”

“Darrio, stop,” Sirus said. “You’re making everything worse.”

“What is this about a key?”

“It’s nothing. Really.”

“Mr. Blade. Have you negotiated terms with third parties in explicit violation of our contract?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Then why does this asset mention the use of a key when I have had no knowledge of its existence or necessity until now?”

“I’m a person,” Darrio growled. “Not a thing.”

“If the asset was secured by your own volition, then there has been no breach in our terms. Simply turn over whatever is needed for his custody, and our transaction will be complete. But…if said asset was secured using the aid of external actors, that necessitates an update to the contract, not an exchange. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Sirus shut his eyes tight and sighed. “It would, yes.”

“Your reputation as an honorable man precedes you, Mr. Blade, and I would hate for a misunderstanding to tarnish such a reputation.”

“I understand.”

“I will submit an updated contract to your inbox within the hour. I trust you will review it carefully this time and sign with all due expediency. Let us both be professional in this matter so we may not revert to our basest instincts. Are we clear on this, Mr. Blade?”

“Crystal,” Sirus answered.

“Then our meeting is concluded. Good day.”

The screen went black, and a soft ring signaled an end to the call. Reese exhaled a sigh of relief and said, “You know, when you told me the job was clean, Sirus, I assumed you meant it was actually clean.”

Sirus shut his eyes and held his head. “That wasn’t the client.”

Reese paused. “What do you mean that wasn’t the client? This is how we communicate with clients.”

“I know how we communicate with clients, Reese, but that wasn’t him. Even if he thinks he is, he isn’t.”

“What kind of sense does that make?”

“He didn’t know about the key,” Darrio said, “and he wasn’t expecting to receive a person. It looked like something changed for him to accept it anyway, but he’s as much in the dark as you and I are. The only one who isn’t seems to be him,” and Darrio nodded at Sirus.

Reese turned to Sirus and got up from his seat. “Alright, so here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to go back to the ship, you’re going to tell me what’s really going on, and then we’re going to figure it out. Alright?”

But Sirus shook his head. “You’re never going to forgive me.”

“What the hell does that mean? You know what? It doesn’t matter. Get up. We’re going.”

The three returned to the main lobby of the center, but before they reached the exit, a group of four mercenaries clad in blue uniforms with black stripes approached. Among them was a bulky man with a squared jaw, and addressing Reese, he said, “Hey! Sureshot!”

Reese groaned at the use of his namesake and attempted to go around them in silence, but they barred his every movement. “Can we not do this? We were just leaving.”

“You’ve got some nerve showing your face around here in the first place. You’re not wanted around here.”

“I don’t want any trouble, man. Just let me go.”

The aggressive mercenary turned his eyes to Sirus. “Why are you still hanging around this trash? You’ve got to see he’s a waste of space by now.”

But Sirus glared with cold steel in his eyes and said, “You need to back off.”

The man raised his hands in surrender and tilted his head in deference. “That wasn’t a slight on you. Even I know better than that.” He then turned to Darrio and said, “You, I don’t recognize at all. You from the Wilds or something? What’s with the getup?”

“That’s none of your business,” Darrio said, but he noted the mention of the Wilds, and it brought him a small amount of relief.

“Well, you look like you’re a long way from home, so let me offer you a bit of advice. This guy over here?” and he nodded at Reese. “Bad news. Stay away from him.”

“And the other guy?”

“He’s alright, but stay on his good side if you know what’s good for you.”

“Noted.” The four confronting mercenaries parted ways and allowed the three to pass, and when they started walking again, Darrio asked, “What was that about?”

But Reese shook his head and grumbled. “Not talking about it.”

As they approached the exit, Darrio turned around to note the positions of the aggressive mercenaries. He was sure they were still watching, but he spotted them talking to a man in a red uniform. Their body language was earnest, and the speaker pointed repeatedly at the exit. The man in red followed the mercenary’s direction, and when he saw Darrio’s face, he spoke with urgency into a device on his chest. He then motioned for the confrontational mercs to pursue, and they did so without hesitation and with weapons drawn. “Guys.”

Sirus and Reese had just passed through the doors, but without turning, Reese said, “What is it?”

“We need to run.”

“What? Why?” and when Reese turned around and saw the four opposing mercenaries closing in, his eyes widened. “Shit!”

Confused, Sirus turned around as well, but Reese pushed him forward. “What’s going on?”

“They’re coming for us! Go! Go!”

While the two sped off, Darrio briefly considered staying behind to hold off the pursuers, but he remembered the shackles on his wrist again and cursed. He needed a way to remove them, so he added the task to his mental list and caught up with Reese and Sirus.

The pursuing mercenaries were disciplined, relentless, and spurred by an uncanny drive to complete their objective. There was little time for questioning as they ran through the streets past onlookers and harried vehicles. Nevertheless, Darrio continuously absorbed as many details about his surroundings as he could. There was a lot of noise to filter out, but he had just started to develop a sense of his surroundings when the mercenaries entered the city square.

There, large display screens embedded in the buildings and businesses switched to an icon of alert, and an array of speaker towers carried a woman’s words to everyone within earshot. “Your attention, please. This is a live broadcast from the Minister of Justice. Your attention, please.”

The screens then switched to a podium where a man in a red uniform and body armor stood tall, steady, and poised. His hair was short and dark, his eyes were firm and unyielding, and he spoke with measured authority. “Attention citizens. Today, I wish to bring you new details concerning the Omen, the Order, and what we are all doing to assure you of the safety, security, and peace of our world and the people within it. Please listen carefully.”

Darrio stopped and turned his full attention to the screens. His body shook, and he was speechless.

Reese and Sirus slowed to a stop when they realized everyone’s attention was on the immortal. Even their pursuers paused to take notice, and while Reese and Sirus felt it prudent to increase the gap, they could not in good conscience leave Darrio behind. Instead, they returned to him and tried to get his attention, but his sights were fixed. Reese was confused. “Hey. I know all of this is new to you and everything, but we need to get going.”

But Darrio’s darting eyes were wide with a combination of confusion and concern.

“What’s wrong?”

“Why is Carsis up there?” Darrio asked. “What is this?”

For a moment, Reese was struck silent, but he asked, “You know who that is?”

And Carsis continued. “First of all, know that you are in no immediate danger. Your feelings of uncertainty, dread, and apprehension, while valid, are as yet rooted in a projection of events, events that have not and will not become a reality. Second, while we investigate and seek out the root causes behind the Omen, I personally ask that each and every one of you be vigilant and continue to report any and all unusual activity to your nearest officer. I promise you, the Armada will uncover the trigger behind this event and ensure that it never happens again. Lastly, to any actors who would seek to use this brief disruption as an opportunity or an excuse to challenge the Order and sow division, conspiracy, or rebellion, I have this to say. Don’t. The Pillar of Justice watches, and we will protect everyone without exception. To everyone else, our peace be with you, and may the Order persevere to keep us all in one accord. That is all.”

The screens cut to black and then switched back to displaying their previous contents, but Darrio shook his head repeatedly in disbelief. “What was that? What does that mean?”

“Hey,” Reese called again. “We’ve got to go,” and he looked past Darrio to see the blue mercs had resumed their pursuit. “We’ve got to go now.”

Darrio remembered the situation and pulled himself away to follow Reese and Sirus again, but his mind swirled with new questions and possibilities. If Carsis was still around and in a position of authority, then it meant others he knew could have persisted as well. A related subject of relevance immediately came to mind. Could he still be alive as well? Darrio shook his head and grunted, “One thing at a time,” and the three fled for several more blocks until they finally reached the landing pad of Reese’s ship.

Three Armada officers were on the scene dressed in their signature red uniforms and armor. They were questioning everyone present, and the sight of them caused Reese to freeze. “Oh no.”

Darrio looked ahead, and though he saw the officers, he did not recognize their significance. “Why did we stop? Those other guys are still coming.”

“We’re screwed.”

“What do you mean?”

One of the officers noticed the three and hailed them. “Hey. Do you know anything about this vessel or the pilot?”

Reese feigned ignorance and asked, “Why? What’s going on?”

“We’ve reason to believe it was involved in the transport of illicit cargo. Do you know anything?”

“I’m sorry. I—.”

But Reese was interrupted by another man who was being questioned and took notice of the exchange. “Oi!” he said. “That’s them right there!”

All three officers immediately spoke into their devices, and the one who questioned Reese said, “LP4 to dispatch? They’re here. Taking custody now.”

Reese sighed and hung his head in defeat, and by then, the blue mercenaries arrived on the scene. They stopped when they saw the officers closing in, and the bulky man asked, “We’re still getting paid for our part, right?”

“Report your efforts to the nearest office,” the officer replied. “You’ll be compensated there.”

“Yeah. Sure,” and they slowly backed away.

Darrio made a quick assessment of the officers, their overall distance from Reese’s ship, and the amount of time it would take for the blue mercenaries to react. He then asked, “What’s going to happen if they take us in?”

“We’ll go to jail, maybe a rehabilitation center after that, but they’ll take my ship and suspend our licenses. We won’t be able to take contracts anymore.”

But time slowed for Darrio once again, and he heard a still and familiar voice say, “No. You won’t.” The statement was accompanied by an acute sense of impending danger, and Darrio’s spirit was quick to translate the sentiment. Even if the officers were merely following procedure, their superiors would ensure Darrio, Reese, and Sirus would quietly disappear. They were not going to be processed, and Darrio shook his head over the density of the message. He had no idea what was behind the phenomenon or why it happened to him, but he felt no reason to argue with the warning. “We’re getting on that ship,” he said. “Get ready.”

Reese turned around with an incredulous look on his face. “Get ready for what?”

Darrio stepped forward to meet the advancing officer. “You’re here to take us in?”

“Yes,” the officer replied, and he pulled a set of cuffs from his belt. “Now if you’ll just come along quietly, we can get you through the pipe quick and easy.”

“Sorry, but I can’t let that happen,” and Darrio slammed his weighted fist into the officer’s stomach. The man doubled over in pain as the other two paused in shock, and Darrio told Reese and Sirus, “Move it! Now!”

But Reese hesitated. “Did you just—?”

“Stop wasting time!” and Darrio pulled Reese forward and shoved him ahead. “Move it! You want to die here?”

Sirus moved with greater urgency but protested. “Darrio, this isn’t how we do things. This is just getting us into more trouble.”

“You were in trouble the second you woke me up. This is about survival now. Go!”

Before the other mercenaries could understand what was happening, Darrio advanced on the remaining officers and incapacitated them with a quick series of body blows and kicks. They were alive but clearly unaccustomed to forceful resistance, and the last man was beaten into unconsciousness just as he called for backup.

In the meantime, Reese and Sirus climbed aboard the ship, and when Sirus turned to call Darrio, Reese put a hand on Sirus’ shoulder to stop him. “We need to leave him. He’s too much trouble.”

“We can’t do that.”

“Sirus, we’re fugitives after this.”

“We still can’t leave him. The job’s not finished.”

“The job’s a bust.”

But Sirus repeated himself with steel in both his eyes and tone. “The job’s not finished, Reese.”

Reese took his hand off Sirus’ shoulder and gave up. “Fine,” and he headed for the cockpit.

Sirus turned back to the view in front of him. The blue mercenaries had moved forward and engaged with Darrio, but he deftly evaded their attacks and countered with measured strikes of his own designed to inhibit their movement without giving them permanent injuries. His motions were too disciplined and well-practiced for a civilian, and his responses to their attempts were too calm and impassioned for an amateur. When the last mercenary fell, Darrio punched down on him once more for good measure, and with his work done, he made his way to the ship as no one else dared to



























