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TRIGGER WARNING: 

This is the first installment of a deeply layered, dark sci-fantasy saga. It features severe, continuous psychological, physical, sexual, and emotional violence. It also contains scenes of a dog (a pet) who gets very ill and does not survive. This story is built on trauma, unpredictability, and emotional whiplash. Proceed with extreme caution and enjoy.
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Chapter 1: A new foe: Queen Marie: November 19, 5005
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I am small. Too small.

Barely four feet tall, I look like a stiff breeze could snap me in half. My body is built for running, for slipping through tight spaces, for surviving on scraps. I flinch at sounds that come too fast, at shadows that move when they shouldn't. My hands twitch;  not to strike, but to grab, to run, to hide.

Today, though, I am armored. A sniper rifle is mounted on my left arm. A helmet sits heavy on my head, strapped in place before I could shake out all the leaves and twigs tangled in my hair. It’s uncomfortable. Even now, my eyes never stop scanning, searching for the thing that might leap out, because it might. Because it has before.

I don't walk. I creep.
My feet barely make a sound, even over loose ground. My hair clings to my face, matted with dirt and leaves. My dress, stitched together from scraps of old fabric and a potato sack, isn't warm. It barely covers me. But it lets me move.
I've never thrown a punch. I've never stood my ground.
Fear is the only thing I've ever known. Fear of hunger, fear of being caught, fear of the monsters in the dark. And now, impossibly, one stands in the light. Fifty feet away, my father and my uncle fight to the death for a kingdom I only just learned existed. My father is a prince and I didn’t know when I was eight years old.
My dad lunges, driving his fist toward my uncle’s monstrous side. It connects, but when he tries to pull back, his arm stays lodged inside.
My uncle cackles, the sound shaking the air, relishing the struggle.
Standing nearly eleven feet tall on one side, my uncle Loki is a monster. His gorilla like build stretches and tears the skin over grotesque muscles. Even his human half, still massive, looks almost small compared to the rest of him.

My dad grits his teeth, trying to wrench himself free, but it’s useless. He steadies himself instead, pivoting to strike with his free hand. Loki’s human side catches it easily. With a brutal yank, he pulls my dad closer, their eyes locking in a twisted moment of challenge.

My dad is 5'9", every inch of him carved from brutal training and surgery. His arms are thick pillars of muscle, hardened by years of weightlifting and combat. His military gear clings to his broad frame, torn and battered but still functional.

His face is calm, his eyes steely with focus. His voice, once smooth, is now harsh when he shouts. Every movement he makes is deliberate. Measured. A soldier through and through.

With a sudden roar, Loki swings him in a wide arc.
My dad crashes into a nearby mech, the impact sending it toppling.
My uncle follows, unnervingly swift despite his monstrous size. His steps are light, predatory, each one landing with terrible force.
A voice calls behind me. I turn to see him. At 6'3", Hero Flynn is impossible to miss. His frame is a soldier’s frame. Strong. Built for endurance and war. A long scar runs down his arm, a permanent reminder of old battles, and his missing thumb marks the cost of survival. The five star Hero rank gleams on his sternum, polished to perfection. His voice is sharp, commanding. "Get over there, in that room. It's not safe! Go!"

The tension in the air builds, a pressure that won't break.

Without hesitation, I teleport all of us into the arena we once trained in. The heat clings to the walls, the ghosts of battles past hanging thick around us.

Another blink. Five of us stand in a side room, the flicker of teleportation still fading. The soldier glances at me, wide eyed. "I thought only Bōkun could do that," he mutters.

Chief steps forward. His frame, once powerful, is softened by age. There's a frailty to him now. A slight hunch. A paleness to his skin, the marks of hunger and illness.
But his voice still carries weight, heavy with command.
His sharp eyes flicker to me, measuring. "That one right there, the little one, is a descendant of my younger brother Bōkun. And outside, his two sons fight to the death. One for food. The other for vengeance."

The urgency is electric, the air thrumming with it. Hero Flynn strides to a microphone. His voice cuts through the tension like a blade. "This is Hero Flynn of the IA speaking.” He pauses letting all hear him past the echo of the speakers. “If you are still fighting amongst the enemy, I demand a ceasefire. The tides of fate are changing. Bōkun is dead. His two sons are fighting to the death. Continued fighting will be treated as a war crime." His words leave no room for doubt.

"You may watch the feeds, which I'm demanding be shown on every screen, or you may come to the security room in the hangar bay to watch. But that is a very dangerous option."

As the message ends, I catch sight of my dad, trying to maneuver around the leg of a mech for cover. My uncle's boot connects with it with a sickening crunch, the mech falling. My dad catches it just in time, but the weight forces a grunt out of him, his body straining to hold it up. Before he can recover, my uncle lands a brutal claw strike to his chest, slamming him into the ground.

On one knee, my dad struggles to rise, sweat pouring from his brow as blood leaks from the wound in his stomach. The fight has taken its toll. His breathing is labored, each exhale a wet rasp. He fights through the pain, but it's clear he's slower now. His body, once unstoppable, is faltering.

My uncle stands there, grinning like it's all just a game. He seems untouched, barely a bead of sweat on him, only the twisted smile giving away how much he's enjoying this.
Meanwhile, my dad is fading, his strength draining with every painful breath.
Desperate, my dad rolls aside and throws a punch at my uncle’s face. But Loki catches it between his teeth, biting down hard and ripping away several fingers, swallowing them.
Both sides of my uncle shift back to human form, and his twisted words become clear again, though they're all jumbled: "Me to did they what for suffer nation this make to excited is he me told Loki. Boring were you. Good pretty taste you."
My dad stumbles back, gripping his wrist, trying to stop the bleeding. His voice breaks as he whispers, hunched over in pain, "Mom... Dad... Marie... Flynn...Tara... I'm sorry. I just can't do it. I can't win. I... I just can't."

Without thinking, I raise my sniper rifle, mounted on my right arm, and fire at my uncle’s head. The bullet hits but bounces off, leaving just a small dent.
He turns to me with a deadly glare that freezes me to the spot. "Quick yours make, I'll worry don't, next death want you that understand I and requests take do I, one little ok that's."
I stand frozen, my arm dropping limp at my side, the heat from the muzzle still warming the air around me.
My breath trembles. I'm just a little girl. I'm not ready to die.
Loki grabs my dad by the arm and slams him into the ground again and again, his head and neck taking the full force. My dad twitches once, then lies still.

I scream in my mind, ‘Get up, Dad! Get up!’ But it's like shouting at a stone. No response. My dad is gone. And I can't do anything.

Loki leans in, taking a massive bite out of my dad’s throat, chewing it with sick satisfaction. When he lifts his head, his face is painted red, his smile jagged and horrifying. His eyes lock onto mine. "One little next you're."

I remember what my dad said during training: ‘Marie, your best weapon is your teleportation. I've seen you move mechs, groups of people, tear apart entire transport vessels. But I want you to focus. I need to know if you can move smaller things too.’

There’s no more time. No more practice. No more fear. I teleport to him. Facing death itself, I place my hands on my dad’s head as my uncle lunges for me. I focus harder than I ever have.
In a flash, we vanish.
We land with a rush of heat in the security room. But when I open my eyes, I’m only holding my uncle’s severed head. His body is still back on the hangar floor, blood leaking out. The room falls deathly silent.
Some men turn away, gagging as blood pours from the head. Hero Flynn's voice crackles over the intercom: "Ladies and gentlemen, the fight has been decided. Both of Bōkun's sons are dead. The remaining one, the one who will lead this nation, is Bōkun's grandchild." He turns toward me, confused but trying to sound composed: "Can you please remove your helmet and tell me your name and age?"
Chief steps in to help. My fingers are too shaky to manage the clips. I lift the helmet off, shaking out my wild, unkempt hair. The strands fly loose, tiny bits of leaves falling like dust around me.

I stand there, trembling. Face pale, too pale for someone who's lived under the sun. I barely meet Flynn’s eyes when I answer. "Hi. I'm Marie. I'm eight years old. Am I in trouble?"

For a long moment, Hero Flynn just stares. When he finally speaks, his voice is filled with disbelief, and something else: hope. "Our new leader is a little girl named Marie. Men, our reign over the women's horrible treatment is over. Let the G.O.C. rejoice."

I step into the holo room, the last echoes of the battle fading. The dark projection fades too, replaced by gentle lights warming the room. The holo screens vanish, and in their place, the space feels almost like a school auditorium, patriotic children's drawings on the walls, military flags fluttering softly.

The audience, a mixture of soldiers and civilians, is seated in the 500 seats scattered throughout the room, about three quarters full. Though not packed, the quiet murmur of voices and the movement of people shifting in their chairs fills the air with a sense of collective presence. They've all watched the film, but now their attention shifts almost magnetically toward me.

The air is thick with the weight of what they've just witnessed, and their silence is not discomfort;  it's awe.
I stand on a raised platform, about two feet above the crowd. The white squares beneath my feet catch the light in stark contrast to the darker backdrop of the room. The faint hum of projectors fades into the background, and the click of my heels against the polished floor fills the space, marking my every step, every breath.
I can feel their eyes on me, their gaze following every movement. A swell of pride rises in my chest. At sixteen, I've completely transformed. I may be just 5'3", but my presence fills the space like I'm seven feet tall. My body, once malnourished, is now lean and toned from daily workouts, and my face, once round and soft, has sharpened into something defined, angular, striking. I am beautiful and proud.

I take a moment, glancing around the room, feeling the weight of the moment. My dark blue dress fits me like a second skin, its fabric sleek against my body, accentuating the strength I've grown into. The old me would have shrunk under the weight of all these eyes, but not anymore. Now, I own this moment. I carry myself with an air of cold calculation and confidence. The world will bend to me, not the other way around. "Well, everyone," I begin, my voice smooth and unwavering, filling the space with ease. "I started making the movie you just watched just over a year ago. It took longer than I expected because I had to rely on snippets from facebots, word of mouth, memory readings, and, honestly, a bit of guesswork." A small, knowing smirk plays at my lips. "But in the end, I'm happy with it. And judging by the stares, it looks like you are too."

The tension in the room shifts, the air seeming to hum with agreement. The space feels lighter, warmer, charged with a quiet sense of pride and accomplishment. The applause rises, filling the room like a wave of recognition, and I bask in it for a second. The glow of the room seems to envelop me, the spotlights not too harsh but steady, giving me a commanding presence without feeling overbearing.
I exhale slowly, steadying myself before continuing. "My dad told me the night before the raid that, as we fade into the light, all that really matters is who gets to tell your story." I glance over the crowd, reading their faces. The walls around me, decorated with the national flag and children's drawings, feel like they're quietly watching as I speak;  reminding me that I am part of this ongoing story too. "This was his story, one I'm proud to carry on, and I'm thankful for everything he gave me."
The room goes quiet for a moment, the weight of my words sinking into the air. The subtle hum of the projectors and the quiet murmur of the crowd fade into the background, as though the very space holds its breath.
Then, I allow the tension to loosen, letting the room relax. "I'd also like to thank everyone who assisted in running the equipment, especially given how much I sucked at the start." A few chuckles ripple through the room, easing the atmosphere.
As the room settles, the lights shift again to half brightness, giving the space a calm, approachable air. The quiet hum of conversation fills the space. Then, of course, Johnathan breaks the calm. "Not everyone knew you sucked, but they know now," he calls out, his voice cocky and loud, cutting through the murmur of the crowd. "Maybe one of the ladies can show her how to swallow. If any woman's interested, hit me up, and I'll show you what's up."
A few gasps. Some stifled laughs. The audacity of it. I snap my gaze to him, my jaw tightening as my nails dig into the lectern. He's lounging in his seat, arms slung carelessly over the chair, smirk wide and lazy. He dares to challenge me, as always. "PFC Johnathan William Frank," I say, my voice sharp as a blade. His full name hangs in the air like a warning. The room stills. "For that display," I continue, my voice laced with venom, "if I ever suck you again, I will make you bleed. And you'll be missing your four inches."
The room reacts instantly, laughter, winces, murmurs of ‘Damn.’ Johnathan just grins wider. "Four inches? Baby, you wound me," he retorts, his smirk never faltering.
I don't take the bait. Instead, I lean forward slightly, my voice low and commanding, carrying through the room. "And don't forget, dear," I purr, letting the weight of my authority settle over him, "I'm the fucking Queen. My power over you only ends at the bedroom door." A slow, deliberate pause. I lock eyes with him. "You want me," I say, my words deliberate and heavy with meaning, "and only me in there with you. Remember that."
The tension crackles, electric. Johnathan chuckles, shaking his head. "Damn. That almost turned me on."
I smirk, unfazed. "Then kill that thought before I kill you."
Laughter erupts from the audience, a mix of amusement and nervous energy, but beneath it all, he knows, he always knows. I run this world, and in the end, he'll follow. The crowd continues their laughter, the men clearly entertained, while the women fall silent, their judgment palpable. I take a breath, shaking my head to regain composure. "As I was saying, before I was rudely interrupted, this marks the eighth year since my dad was killed by my uncle. Tonight, I'll be holding a vigil for him, and I want at least eight people who can summon fire to come. We'll need 21 infantrymen, each with 21 physical rounds, to attend as well. Same attire as last year: black, gray, and blue suit, your regular Class A uniform."
But before I can continue, the door flies open, and a wailing cry and orange strobe lights floods into the auditorium, echoing through the city, a city I now realize is already in chaos.
A full battle rattle soldier stumbles inside, struggling to stay on his feet. Blood trails behind him, staining the ground as he scrambles toward the platform. His uniform is bloody, torn, and burned, hanging off him in ragged strips. The first thing I notice is the gaping hole in his chest, a wound so large it seems almost impossible, as if someone had torn through him with unimaginable force.
The door swings shut behind him, sealing the outside world away. The sirens and flashing alarms vanish in an instant, leaving only the muffled quiet of the auditorium. He stumbles forward, his breaths coming in ragged gasps, each one wet with the sound of blood pooling in his lungs. His wide, desperate eyes lock onto mine, and for a moment, he looks more like a ghost than a man.
His voice is hoarse, barely more than a rasp as he forces the words out. "Queen Marie! Queen Marie!"

I don't hesitate. I rush toward him, but before I can reach him, his knees buckle, and he collapses onto the stage. The heavy thud of his body hitting the floor reverberates through the space, and I drop to a knee beside him. His hands, slick with blood, clutch at me weakly, as if trying to hold on to something, anything.

That's when I notice the jagged tear where his radio should be, the frayed wires and snapped strap barely clinging to his uniform. It wasn't just taken;  it was torn away, ripped free with a forceful snap.

Exhausted, he speaks in weak bursts, barely able to stay conscious, his words barely escaping as his blood pools around him. "Topside, next to your mansion... someone's here to see you. The other patrolmen are dead... 65 of us fought 13 of them... they didn't even try. An overwhelming defeat. They let me live to send a message."

I immediately teleport a doctor from the crowd, hoping he can help. "Treat him. Get his regular doctor to assist you." I turn back to the crowd, my voice sharp. "Everyone else, grab a firearm and await battle stations on stories 790 through 799. Hero Burger is in charge;  he'll grab a weapon too." I grab his sidearm from his belt. It feels out of place against the formality of my blue dress, the gun belt strung awkwardly around my waist. The weapon, cold and heavy, feels foreign against the soft fabric, the contrast sharp. The neckline of my dress shows just a little too much cleavage for this kind of situation, but I push the discomfort aside. I have a plan.

Inspired by the bravery of my father, by the younger version of myself who faced that monster, I know I can do this. I can turn the tide. The lingering echoes of the film still burn in my mind;  the unshakable resolve of a lone warrior standing against impossible odds. A Queen who hides behind her soldiers is no Queen at all. I decide I'm going to teleport topside after grabbing my earpiece from a table backstage to speak with Hero Burger.

I arrive in a silent flash heat of my teleportation swirling behind me like a cloak. It's a familiar sensation, one that has long since become second nature. The topside of the city stretches out before me, quiet in an unnatural way. The sun hangs overhead, casting long, soft shadows over the sprawling landscape, but it does little to brighten the stillness that hangs in the air.

The Manor stands ahead, its grandeur stark against the brilliant sky, untouched by the chaos that lingers just beyond its gates. Behind it, the mech garage and pool gleam faintly in the distance, but my focus is drawn immediately to the garden. The public park, once a place for thousands to gather, now lies devastated. The neatly kept grounds, designed to accommodate so many, have been scarred by destruction. The once vibrant park, where people should have been strolling or relaxing, now serves as a grim backdrop to the scene I'm about to face.

As I approach, I spot it: the massive pile of bodies, a towering heap of twisted limbs and broken, bloodied flesh, ominous and imposing in the direction I'm walking. The smell of burning flesh still lingers in the air, mixing with the fragrance of scorched earth. The bodies, left here as a grotesque marker, are a grim message from those who did this.

Before me, a formation of twelve young figures stands in eerie silence. Their ragged clothing and disheveled hair mark them as outcasts, nothing like the uniformed soldiers I've known. Some hold crude weapons: rods, crowbars, and even swords strapped to their backs but many are without any armament at all. They are young, barely more than children, but there's a strange discipline to their movements, as though they've been molded into something far more dangerous than their age would suggest.

They stand in formation on the wrong side of the Manor's gate, the once imposing iron barricade now torn apart. The remnants of it, jagged metal shards, stick up from the ground like the bones of something broken, a harsh reminder of the force that brought it down. As I approach from behind, my footsteps are steady, calculated. They don't even flinch, their focus unwavering. I tap one on the shoulder, and he slowly turns, his eyes scanning me up and down. A sneer stretches across his face as he responds, "Damn girl, how did you get off the ship and make it up here? And you stole yourself a sexy dress! Very impressive." His voice drips with mockery. "Well, since you're here, we might as well have a little fun."

Not wanting to entertain him, I simply brush him off, "I don't have time for this right now." I reach out, grab his face with my palm, and teleport his head into my other hand. As his body collapses, blood pouring from the wound, I drop the head onto the ground. Filth.

I turn to the next man, tapping him on the shoulder, ready to get some answers. "Who's your leader?"

He points, his finger sharp in the air. "The one sitting on the steps of the manor, waiting for Bōkun to come outside. We've decided it's time for us to create our own empire. We're taking over Illinois, it's centrally located for our ultimate goals."

I teleport, the familiar rush of heat and light enveloping me as I appear beside the man. He doesn't flinch, his eyes narrowing as they sweep over me, assessing every movement. He's tall, well over six feet, his posture stiff but not quite military. There's a certain grace to him that hints at years of practiced control. His black, slightly graying hair is combed back with deliberate care, though it still falls slightly out of place, as if he can't be bothered to look perfect, only intimidating. A long coat drapes over his shoulders, the fabric a faded shade of red, stained and worn, but still somehow commanding attention. Beneath it, his build is lean but strong, muscle corded and compact, hinting at the battles he's fought and survived. His pale skin speaks of someone who's spent most of their life away from the sun.

I pull my weapon and raise it swiftly. My finger tightens on the trigger, and the bullet rips through the air, aimed straight at his heart. But the bullet seems to vanish into thin air. No impact. No injury. Nothing.
Before I can even process it, my gun disappears from my hands, teleported away just as easily as the bullet. I'm left staring at the empty space where my weapon once was, stunned.
He doesn't seem bothered. A smirk plays on his lips. "Really thought it would be that easy, huh?" His voice drips with arrogance. "You know who I am, right? You're looking at invincibility. No one, no weapon, can touch me. But Number One decided to show off, even though it was unnecessary."
His eyes appraise me, scanning every detail of my appearance with a predatory gaze. "Teleportation is rare. I didn't know Bōkun had a daughter. Where's your father, little girl?"
I point to my father's grave near the mansion, unsure if he's serious. "Right there, sir. I don’t know who you are."
He pauses, a flicker of surprise crossing his face, but it’s quickly masked by a smirk. "So Bōkun is dead... Alright. Who's the new king? What's your connection to Bōkun? Concubine maybe? You’re a pretty little thing."
I answer calmly, locking eyes with him. "Bōkun was my grandfather. I'm the Queen of Illinois. My great uncle could also teleport. So, it skips a generation, I’ll expect my grandchildren to do it too."
He examines me again, slow and deliberate, his hands brushing against his coat before sliding down my sides with practiced indifference. His touch is calculated, lingering a moment too long at my shoulders, measuring my worth. "I don't believe you're the queen. This society has always been patriarchal for the past 580 years. Besides, you're too young, barely filled out. You’re pretty but that’s it. If you're a queen, you're not the one to lead us, we have a population of 350 right now. We will not join you as a division or allied city state if you are the Queen."
His actions offend me, but I remain still, unflinching. I lock eyes with him, unwavering. His casual movements betray a faint tension in his jaw, and I can see the amusement in his eyes. "Keep your hands to yourself. I’m not here for games."
The men behind me make eager noises, like dogs fighting for a bone literally shouting profanities and requests to commit sins from the man, but I stay firm. "I’m not an object to be used! And who the hell are you to decide you’re joining or taking over my kingdom?"
His lips curl into a cruel grin, and for a moment, I swear I see ancient, sadistic pleasure in his eyes. He leans down slightly, towering over me, his gaze level with mine, as though daring me to shrink beneath his presence. "Oh, I'm sorry, little girl. Where are my manners?" His voice is smooth, low, and chilling. "My name is Dane Glysac." The weight of the name hangs in the air, but I don’t react. His smirk only deepens. "I’ve been around a long time," he says casually, like recounting an old tale. "Long enough to watch nations rise and fall. I watched Illinois rise. Long enough to make history myself. My Disciples and I take what we want: food, water, people, goods. We roam, like the Mexicans, who keep peace by moving with the land. Me? I think it's time to settle down. Build something permanent." His words don’t just threaten, they promise.
I glare up at him, disgust churning in my gut. His face is sharp, almost gaunt, high cheekbones cutting against his skin. Faint scars crisscross his face, small but numerous;  reminders of battles fought long ago. Despite them, time hasn't touched him. Too pristine. Too preserved. "You're not in Illinois history," I snap, calling his bluff.
His sneer deepens, something predatory flashing across his face. "You’re a dense little girl. Meeting a notorious war criminal, a history, making man, and all you're thinking is, 'Go fuck yourself.' Yeah, I can read minds too, Marie, but it’s all too noisy." My stomach tightens. Mind reading? He could be bluffing, but the way he says it, so casually, feels real. "Let me tell you this, since you're so sure you're queen and know nothing about me. Today, we leave peacefully. Tomorrow, I’ll send you one of my slaves, he's sick, probably dying. No loss to me." His lips twitch with amusement. "Oh, and if you’re thinking about killing me, don’t bother. My body regenerates before wounds even set in." He taps his temple absently, as if immortality is just another fact of life. His tone is dismissive, yet there's pride in it. He truly believes he’s untouchable.
I raise a finger. "Hold on. There’s a voice in my head coming through my headset."
Hero Burger’s voice crackles in my earpiece. "Marie! I’ve already deployed a large brigade of armed troops topside under your command. I’m preparing a division as we speak. They were ready the moment I sounded the alarm;  I had them lined up and sent immediately. Please don’t be angry;  I know you wanted to try diplomacy, but you’re a little girl facing some of the deadliest men in history. Please don’t decapitate me for making this executive decision."
I press the button on my earpiece. "That won’t be necessary, Burger. They’re leaving on their own accord."
The rhythmic rumble of movement vibrates through the room as my soldiers reposition. Their presence is unmistakable, emerging through the doors. They form a semicircle around the intruders;  rifles raised in silent warning. "Rifles hot, at the ready;  aim." My voice cuts through the air, firm and unwavering. Then I turn back to Dane. "When you deliver your slave, I want you to bring him here. Personally. By yourself. Unarmed."
He barely reacts, his expression unreadable. With a sigh, he waves a dismissive hand. "I was going to have one of my men drop him off. But sending a message like that?" He scoffs. "Not worth my time. Besides, I’m immortal. I don’t see the need to take orders from a little girl."
I feel myself being lifted up, away from Dane, my arms instinctively crossing in front of my chest and my ankles crossing together. I’m aware of my posture, unwilling to give anyone a privileged view, unless they earn it from me. A smirk spreads across my face as I ask, "Well, Dane, seems my men are taking me out of the line of fire without me even asking. They're eager to pull the trigger on their rifles. Will you be leaving now?"
In the blink of an eye, Dane and his men rush to the edge city, blowing whistles. Enormous birds swoop in, their small wings beating as they catch each man in their talons. The group ascends into the sky, flying west, northwest in perfect formation, with Dane climbing the leg of one of the creatures to join the others.
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Chapter 2: Happy: GGBA Titan: November 20, 5005
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I wake up again, still unable to move my legs. The breaks in both of them refuse to heal. They did that to me during my second escape attempt;  the leader threw a hammer, aiming to stop me. After that, I never got far again. My rear right leg, shattered by the vicious blow, remains a constant reminder of the cruelty I endured. It never properly healed, and now it refuses to, leaving me weaker with every passing day.
My snout, once strong and capable, no longer serves me like it once did. It’s just another part of a body ravaged by time and pain. The deep scars across my hindquarters ache with every movement, jagged reminders of the sabre’s cruel touch. I can’t see in this room. My night vision is gone, stolen from me after a major head injury.
I lick a tear, hoping it’ll hydrate me, but it’s not enough. The food is within reach, but I can’t eat anymore. I don’t care. I haven’t eaten in over a week;  or at least I think so. Time has become irrelevant. I can’t even tell the days apart anymore.
Laughter echoes from outside my cell, but I can’t understand the language. The thick metal door muffles their voices, and my broken English offers no clarity. My honey, colored eyes, once sharp with life, now feel dull, drained by endless suffering. They reflect nothing but pain and the exhaustion of a body that fought too long, too hard.
The walls press in, suffocating. The darkness is absolute. The air tastes stale, and the cold cuts straight through my skin. Every breath is a battle, every shiver a mockery of the strength I once had. The cell is small;  barely enough space to stretch;  but I don’t try anymore. I can’t. There’s nothing left for me but the quiet agony of existing.
It’s always silent here, aside from the occasional echo of footsteps or the distant laughter that sneaks under the thick, rusted door. The walls are damp, cold stone that seem to close in tighter every day. The floor beneath me is rough and uneven, the chill of it seeping into my bones when I shift my weight. My muscles groan with the strain, but there’s nothing to be done.
The cell is barren, save for the remnants of past despair;  dead bodies meant to feed me. Now they crawl with bugs, devouring the remains, while I’m too weak to fight them off. They burrow into my skin, laying eggs, feasting, and all I can do is scratch weakly at the constant itch.

I have my mother’s eyes, my father’s hope, and my brother’s dream. They took that from me. No one will save me;  no one has tried. And yet, my nightmare isn’t over. I’ve prayed for an assassination, begging for someone to end this misery. I’m a prince;  I don’t belong here.
I suffer. I’m broken. Tired. Wasted. My legs, now barely functional, are reduced to dragging themselves across the floor as I scrape by, exhausted. I’ve surrendered everything.
As I start to pass out, a smile forms on my lips. It’s not a happy smile;  it’s relief. I can’t feel the pain anymore, and losing consciousness feels like bliss. In that moment, I find paradise. The suffering that has become my life finally feels like it’s ending, but deep down, I know better. I can’t escape this. Not yet.

I wake up again.
Someone grabs me by the shrapnel wounds on my scruff. I yelp weakly as I’m dragged from the 2, meter by 2, meter room where I’ve spent the last few months. The wounds tear as I’m pulled from the cold, hard floor. My fur is matted with grime and dried blood. I barely have the strength to resist.
There’s no fight left in me.
I don’t know where I’m going, but a sliver of hope surges inside;  anything is better than where I was. My best hope is getting shot in the head and dropped over the side. I would love that. The thought of finally escaping this cage, even in death, is the only thing keeping me tethered to this world.
Maybe I’ll fall into a lake or a river.
Maybe I’ll be baptized for the Lord one last time, and I’ll finally get a bath. My body won’t waste away feeding the fish.
A tear rolls down my right cheek as I almost smile, clinging to that hope. Water on my skin, just one last time;  it feels like a dream I can almost touch.
I wake up again, disoriented.
I don’t remember passing out.
My head spins, and the world feels distant, disconnected. It’s dark;  the kind of dark that suffocates, making it impossible to gauge where I am.
I hear the wind howling, a restless, furious sound that swirls around me in quick, violent bursts from above.
It’s not natural.
It’s not comforting.
The wind carries something more;  an ominous urgency, as if it’s pushing me toward something I don’t want to see.
The smell of my own body is nauseating, a stench I’ve grown too familiar with. It hangs thick in the air around me. But somewhere buried beneath it all, there’s a strange relief;  at least I’m no longer bleeding. At least the burning pain from the wound they tried to carve into me has dulled.
The place where they tried to remove what they thought would break me is healing, slowly, painfully;  but it’s healing.
This place, though, it’s brown and blisteringly cold;  a whole new kind of hell.
I’m getting tired again.
The exhaustion weighs me down, dragging me into the familiar darkness. I feel myself slipping, a sense of falling that isn’t real, just the inevitable grasp of sleep.
And this time, I welcome it.
It feels like a final release, like maybe it could be my escape.
Happy to leave this world behind.
Happy to drift away, even if it’s only in the hope of peace.
The wind continues to howl, louder now;  a cruel reminder of how helpless I am, how far from safety.
I cling to the fading hope that maybe, just maybe, sleep will finally be the end of all this.
Then, a loud crack disrupts the darkness.
I wake again.
The world around me has changed. The sterile white walls gleam under fluorescent lights, the sharp bite of antiseptic thick in the air. Yet, strangely, there's a gentleness in the way they touch me. A human male kneels at my side, carefully massaging shampoo into my battered skin, his hands slow and deliberate, as if trying not to cause me further pain. A hose in his other hand spills warm water over me, rinsing the dirt and old blood from my fur.
Across from us, a woman stands flipping through paperwork, occasionally poking parts of my body with slender metal sticks. Her movements are detached, clinical;  yet not cruel. If anything, there's a hesitant kindness, a soft reluctance. They aren't here to hurt me.

The man at my side doesn't look like the others. His uniform hangs off him like an afterthought;  too large, stiff with wear;  and his wiry frame looks breakable inside it. He can't even shave properly;  nicks and cuts mark his throat like a boy trying to play soldier. Yet his touch is steady, gentle, as he works through the filth matting my mane and legs, pulling out clumps of feces and tangled fur.

It hurts. Reflex snaps through me;  I try to jerk away;  but my body is too slow, too broken.
He chuckles lightly, stepping back with easy amusement, no anger on his face. As if he knows my pain and forgives it.
He should be afraid. Any human should be. I’m almost twice his size and three times his weight.
But he isn't afraid of me at all.
I see him again, still holding the hose, guiding a stream of warm water over my raw skin. It’s bliss. The heat soaks into my muscles, washing away the grime and the horror clinging to me. I lean toward it without meaning to, desperate, half, starved for anything good.

His uniform clings damply to his thin frame, and without the harshness of the clinic lights, he looks even younger. Fragile, almost. But his hands are sure. He checks the water temperature by touch before it hits me, adjusting it with a carefulness that feels... personal. Like he knows how important this is, even if he doesn't understand why.

I shouldn't mean anything to him. Just another filthy, broken animal in a room full of broken things.
And yet.
The water is perfect;  neither too hot, nor too cold;  and when he cups his hand, offering it to me to drink, I lunge forward without thinking, licking desperately from his palm.

Another tear escapes my eye, sliding down my cheek unchecked. I don't care. I’m too grateful to care.

This. This is heaven. A kindness so pure it hurts.
Something I have never known, not once in my nine years of life.
The warmth, the water, the human kindness;  it pulls me down into sleep like a tide, and I go willingly. Today has been more than exciting. It has been a miracle.

I wake again.
Alive.
The pain is still there, a slow, throbbing reminder of everything I’ve lost, but it's quieter now, no longer the whole of my existence. I breathe in, and the air is cold, sharp with the metallic tang of machines and the sharper sting of electricity. Concrete presses up against my side, unyielding and bitterly cold.

The hum of the electric barrier whines through the air, soft and constant, opposite the maddening ring of my tinnitus. Copper rods throw broken shadows across the floor, and nearby, a monitor beeps quietly in rhythm with my heartbeat.

He's there.
The boy in the too, big uniform.
He's sitting on the cold floor beside me, curled into a nest of tattered blankets, scavenged from somewhere. His posture is relaxed but alert, one hand buried deep in my fur, fingers moving in slow, comforting circles.

I should be afraid. Should hate him.
We’ve been at war with their kind longer than I’ve been alive.
But somehow, I can't.
His breathing is steady. His warmth bleeds into my skin. His touch is patient, never demanding.
There’s a quiet resilience in him;  no bravado, no cruelty;  just a simple, stubborn gentleness.
He murmurs something in a soft, steady voice, words I don’t understand but a full smile, and reaches for a bottle. Thick liquid pours into his cupped palm, rich with the scent of meat and something unfamiliar. Instinct claws at me. I try to lift my head, but my body rebels, limp and weak.

Understanding, he brings his hand to my mouth, letting me lap at the offering with desperate hunger.
Warm. Strange. Mixed with water. It doesn’t matter. I need it.
My tongue brushes against his skin, and a mix of saliva, blood, and filth drips onto his pants, staining them with streaks of black, brown, and red.
He doesn't flinch. Doesn't pull away.
He just refills his hand, patient and unbothered, smiling as he talks to me in that same soft voice, the words meaning nothing but the kindness in them meaning everything.

For the first time, I see him for what he is;  not just a soldier, not just a stranger caught in the tides of war. He is something else;  something safe. I know nothing about him;  not his past, not his thoughts, not even why he’s here;  yet I trust him more than I’ve ever trusted anyone in my life. I would die for him.
The kindness in his touch is almost too much. I've never been treated like this;  like something worth caring for. A tightness forms in my chest, unfamiliar and overwhelming. A single tear slips from my eye, and I don't have the strength to hide it. This moment, this simple act of care, is more than I ever dared imagine;  better than anything I could dream.
Exhaustion creeps back in. The warmth of the liquid, the steady beeps of my heart, and the rhythmic stroking of his fingers lull me toward sleep. He cradles my head, pulling himself closer so we both find a little more comfort. My breathing slows. My body relaxes. And for the first time in what feels like forever, I am not afraid. I let go. But I am not yet asleep. I am enjoying being with him, feeling safe.
Another human enters. A device is tucked into her ear, and when she looks at me, I understand her perfectly.
"Our medical staff isn't equipped for your kind. We're sending you back to your base, where veterinarians will treat you," she says, tossing another earpiece to the man at my side.
I manage a gentle smile, my voice quiet and frayed with exhaustion. I look at the boy. "I don't know who you are, but you're kind. I love you. I'm going to take a nap now." He just hugs me and pets me more. My tail thumps twice against the floor as I look between them. His hand strokes my head again, the lightest comfort.
I wake once more, but the world around me has changed. Everything bleeds into a shade of red, slowly fading to a stark, blinding white radiating outward, as if the world itself is dissolving.
My chest aches with each breath;  the air feels thick, every inhale a battle. I cough weakly, my throat is dry and raw;  but I don't care. I shift as best I can, searching for a position that eases the heaviness in my limbs. The bed;  or what I think is a bed;  warms me, shielding me from the pain for a moment.
A long, steady beep fills the air. Oddly soothing. Rhythmic, like a heartbeat.
I let my eyes fall shut again.
He returns;  the boy in the too, big uniform;  his hands gentle as they brush through my tangled mane. His touch is warm, grounding, stirring a deep, primal contentment inside me. I wag my tail slowly, savoring the feeling I’ve wanted for so long;  just this simple tenderness.
But then, his voice cracks in panic.
He starts shouting commands, frantic.
I try to open my mouth, to reassure him, to tell him I'm okay;  but I can't. My breaths come in shallow gasps I can no longer control.
The world feels thinner now, as if slipping out from under me. My limbs grow heavier, more distant. The floating sensation deepens.
I focus all that’s left of me on him;  on the warmth of his hand, the comfort I never thought I’d feel again.
Fighting through the haze, I gather the last of my strength.
I breathe, ragged and broken, and force the words out one final time:
"No. More. Pain."
Each word is a release, an acceptance, a farewell.
The agony I've carried for so long lifts.
I try to smile, but it’s weak, nearly invisible.
"Happy," I say, one last time. My voice trembles but holds steady, the final echo of my hopes.
And then, the world grows still.
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It's 100% accountability for everyone involved in helping Queen Marie with the attack earlier, plus the people from the intelligence side of things, whom I almost never see. I stand at the head, leading a platoon of platoon leaders, while the Queen's personal protectors form a distinct unit to the side. Behind us, twenty other formations stretch back in tight, disciplined rows, filling the vast stone and hempcrete pad that spans acres. Though there’s ample space, the sheer number of us, nearly 20,000, makes it feel dense.

The air at this altitude bites, holding steady at 20°F, but none of us flinch. The wind cuts through like a knife, but we endure it as we always do, knowing it won’t last long. The scent of grass from the park drifts in, mingling with the lingering stench of bodies that were piled and burned earlier;  a grim reminder of what today has cost.

Opposite the formation, Queen Marie's manor stands like a monument of power and history. Built from deep, weathered oak, the structure carries weight, a presence that speaks of authority rather than comfort. Thick beams frame the walls, their rich grain darkened by age and the elements. The high, sloping roof is adorned with carved eaves, whispering of old, world craftsmanship. The windows, tall and imposing, are set with stained glass depicting the Illinois crest, the colors catching the evening light, casting fractured patterns of gold and crimson across the manor's façade.

From her balcony, eight feet out from the third story, Queen Marie commands our attention. The full porch extends outward, supported by thick wooden columns, their surfaces smoothed from years of use but still solid as the foundation itself. Standing roughly thirty feet above, she has both the high ground and a clear view of everyone. The bright sun, inching toward the horizon, casts a golden glow over her as she begins.

Dressed for comfort but exuding authority, her tan crop top reveals just enough of her toned midsection to show she’s as fit as she is in control. A black vest cinches at her waist, sleeveless and sleek, hugging her form without restricting movement. Dark, fitted pants cling like a second skin, shifting effortlessly with her. Nothing about her attire feels impractical, even lounging;  she’s dressed with intent.

She leans slightly against the sturdy oak railing, one arm resting casually on the smooth wood. It’s not laziness;  it’s confidence;  the kind of ease that comes from knowing everyone below her will hang on her every word. Her other hand lingers near her hip, fingers relaxed but ready to emphasize a point or direct attention with a measured flick of her wrist.

Behind her, the stained, glass windows of the Illinois crest catch the light, casting fractured hues across her back. The golden rays of the nearing sunset highlight the sharp line of her jaw and the intent in her eyes, the contrast of light and shadow forming an aura that demands respect.

“Men and women, I’ll keep this brief. First, librarians, I need all the information you have on a Mr. Dane Glysac. Librarians and information personnel are dismissed;  leave quietly and don’t upstage me.”

The designated group, a rare sight among us soldiers, moves out with quiet efficiency. No wasted steps, no unnecessary noise. Their presence here was already unusual;  none of us expected intelligence officers to stand formation with combat troops.

Marie’s sharp gaze sweeps over us again, settling on the Queen's protectors standing to the side. A subtle curve of her lips forms a half, smile that doesn’t linger before she continues. “Secondly, give this formation a round of applause.”

We clap as ordered, our gloves muffling the sound against the crisp air. Even those walking off pause to acknowledge the moment before disappearing into the park and back into the city. “Their training was exemplary today;  stunning, even,” Marie says, her voice steady and commanding. “Not once did I need to issue a direct order;  they anticipated every move. That’s what I love to see. Thank you so much, especially the individual who lifted me above the line of fire. That action was more than bravery;  it was a display of unity and respect for me as your leader. It showed I’m not just the face of the IA;  I’m your respected leader. Truly, thank you.”

I stand firm, feet shoulder, width apart, weight evenly distributed. My arms are relaxed but ready, my right hand near my belt, just in case. My M32 rifle rests over my shoulder;  I won’t need it anytime soon, but the weight of it is a familiar presence. Beneath the layers of cold and discipline, there’s a quiet pride in having helped the Queen today, even as the bitter wind cuts through my gear.

The soldiers around me maintain their stoic postures, each of us bracing against the bitter cold, waiting for the next command;  the moment when this would all end. No one here cares about the reasons we’ve assembled. The air is heavy with the unspoken weight of today’s events, but we stand firm, focused, and detached. There’s no room for anything else;  just the biting cold and the unrelenting silence.

Then, before the Queen can even finish speaking, the air is shattered by a voice.

“That's not all she loves!” The heckle comes from somewhere behind me, PFC Frank. His words slice through the air, laced with mockery, as if he hasn’t learned the rules of respect in this place. I’m confident that his cadre and peers will pull him into a private room and take turns teaching him this lesson punitively. I am not above ordering the CAD (Conduct Adjustment Directive) it is so swept under the rug. “She loves not having power too. Can’t wait for after-hours! HEY YOOOO!”

His tone is loud, brash, and completely out of place. The rest of us hold our positions, but there’s a crack in the façade. Those who can hear him flinch, subtly breaking the rigidity of their posture, eyes darting toward the source of the disturbance. Behind me, I can feel the ripple of tension running through the crowd. No one dares laugh, but I can see the subtle shifts in the soldiers around Frank;  some with clenched fists, others with tight jaws, and a few locking eyes with him, ready for what comes next. I don’t think I will need to give the order of the CAD but when they come to me I’ll already have the report mostly completed for them, because I agree with it. There’s a quiet but intense unspoken promise that Frank is about to feel the weight of disrespect last time was 2 minute bouts, I am willing to authorize upto five if they ask my opinion, this is ridiculous.

Marie's gaze snaps to the disturbance like a predator focusing on prey. She pivots sharply, one hand snapping to her hip in a motion that is anything but casual. The irritation in her voice is a sharp contrast to the chill in the air. "PFC Frank, we will be talking later. I'm getting real tired of your shit. If you dare avoid me I preauthorize CAD for upto 7.5 minutes under the condition they allow me to participate. Fucking bullshit!"

The soldiers in the immediate vicinity of Frank stiffen, but there's no outward movement;  Marie generally doesn’t participate in things like that.

Some, like Hero Harris to my left in the next formation over, are trying to suppress the tension in their posture, eyes narrowing. Others glance sideways, catching the eyes of their comrades behind them. The ripple of discomfort is unmistakable now, a break in the perfect alignment of the formation. Marie is deadly serious.

In the rear, the soldiers nearest to Frank are more open in their reactions. A few of them look ready to take matters into their own hands immediately, eyes burning with a mix of fury and disbelief. They know the rules, and Frank's outburst has broken them.

A couple of them exchange quick glances, likely calculating the most efficient way to deal with him after the Queen finishes with her address. It’s already preauthorized.

The rest of the soldiers, those farther back in formation, aren't as close to the source of the outburst but are still caught up in the tension. They lean forward slightly, their eyes snapping between Frank and Marie, waiting for the fallout. It's a collective sense of unease, each soldier acutely aware that even though Frank's outburst may have been directed at the Queen, it disrespects every one of us in this formation.

For a moment, the crowd around Frank, all standing in tight formation, seems to break ranks without physically moving;  a subtle shift in the air, an undirected tension. It's as if they all collectively lean inward, the focus pulling toward him, but without opening a hole in the formation. They aren't about to make it easier for anyone to see or approach him.

Marie's voice cuts through it all, and despite the ripple of anger and confusion, the crowd knows better than to push back. She straightens, her posture every inch of regal authority, and addresses Frank once more, her voice cold and biting. "PFC Frank, this kind of behavior will not be tolerated. I'm not some joke for you to play with. You'll learn respect, one way or another. We are going to have a talk later. I'm getting real sick and tired of your shit! I am your Queen and your girlfriend, and I don’t think you love me."

Her posture loosens;  no longer about to have a conniption, her face returns to its normal pale instead of angry and red. The Queen resumes her address, her words returning to the assembly, but the damage has been done. The air is thick with tension, and every soldier who dared break rank is now acutely aware that the Queen's wrath is far from over. The murmurs of her reprimand echo faintly as she continues, and it's clear that Frank's disrespect will have consequences, even if he doesn't realize it yet.

For a moment, there's a ripple of quiet chuckles from a few in the rear ranks, but they die down quickly as Marie's authority takes over. The air goes still again, and the soldiers all return to their positions. But now, as the formation holds, there's an undercurrent of held tension;  eyes narrow, jaws tighten, and the feeling that Frank's moment of audacity won't be forgotten.

Queen Marie sighs, "For the vigil later, I want twenty, one volunteers to step forward from that formation," she says, pointing decisively. "Next, Dane informed me that a sick slave is being delivered here today. I'll need a decently sized team;  equal numbers of men and women;  on standby to receive them. I don't know the slave's gender, but I want the team prepared regardless. Also, I'll need a bomb squad ready, just in case Dane lied."

Her gaze locks onto mine, unmistakable and piercing. "Hero Bacon."

"Yes, my queen?" I respond, standing a little straighter.

Her expression twists in mild discomfort. "Eww. Too formal." Then, shaking it off, she continues, "I want you to select one soldier as backup for the doctors. You'll both be unarmed, but since you're the Combatives trainer, I trust you'll choose someone capable of handling anything that might come up."

Without hesitation, I reply in a calm, exact tone, "I want your boyfriend, PFC Frank."

Marie stares at me, visibly puzzled. After a moment, she exhales sharply. "I think that's stupid," she admits, her hand returning to her hip, "but I'll trust your judgment this time." She shifts her gaze back to the crowd and continues addressing everyone. "All right, those with missions today, you're dismissed. Everyone else, you've still got a few hours left in your workday;  try to be productive."

Before she can finish, someone from the crowd cuts her off with a panicked shout. "There's something incoming in the sky! Coming fast!"

The soldiers around me stiffen, eyes scanning the sky, searching for the source of the disturbance. And then I hear it;  the rapid flutter of wings, a sound deep and rolling like thundering pulses, unnaturally rapid that it cuts through the air like a blade. The clucking of the bird is deep loud, almost deafening, traveling further than any of us have ever heard.

A few soldiers, caught off guard, flinch, their posture briefly faltering. It's not something any of us expected to hear we have seen pictures of chickens but never thought we’d see one in real life.

Marie reacts instantly, her voice sharp and commanding. "Medical personnel and bomb squad, take cover in the mansion. Everyone else, remove yourselves from this area. MOVE. MOVE. MOVE."

The formation disperses with the kind of practiced efficiency you only get from disciplined soldiers, a near, instantaneous reaction like a well, oiled machine. But as the higher ranks shout orders to the lower ranks, some soldiers scramble, not fully understanding the clamor of voices, panic creeping in their movements. They push forward in confusion, though the majority follow Marie's orders without hesitation, keeping their cool as best they can.

I stay upright, scanning the chaos before locking eyes on PFC Frank. "To the mansion, now!" I bark, my voice straining to cut through the clamor. Frank hesitates for a fraction of a second, then takes off, disappearing into the crowd of retreating personnel. Amid the movement, a squad of bomb squad members, easily identifiable by the insignia on their shoulders depicting cutting wires surrounded by an explosion, sprints toward Marie's mansion alongside us.

Without slowing, I reach the door and drive my foot into it with overwhelming force. The heavy wood doesn't just swing open;  it flies off its hinges, crashing into the kitchen island three meters away with a deafening impact. I look frantically outside the door, my eyes darting to the sky.

Then, it comes into view;  something so massive and unlike anything I've seen before. An emergency red and pitch, black bird, its sleek feathers gleaming in the fading sunlight, a sharp metallic armor protecting its chest. The armor catches the sun, reflecting light in a way that makes it look even more dangerous, absorbing the heat to avoid detection by heat, seeking technology, but still capable of deflecting lasers and bullets alike. It's an unnatural sight, the way it struggles to stay airborne, its massive wings flapping quickly in a desperate rhythm, not quite built for flight but somehow managing it.

The bird's size is enormous;  easily four meters tall, with a wingspan of sixteen meters wings flapping rapidly creating a deafening rolling thunder that is concussive even at a height just above the manor throwing debris.

It looks like it shouldn't be able to fly, like a creature too heavy for the sky around two thousand pounds, yet there it is, coming straight for us. It's as if nature forgot how to make flying birds, yet it somehow still does.

Its eyes are hollow, not piercing or intelligent, just a dim reflection of the bird's limited instinct. It's not a creature meant for thinking, only for survival. But the intelligence in its gaze isn't the problem right now;  its sheer size and presence are. The bird's talons grip something large, something heavy, a burlap sack.

With a loud thud, the bird hurls the sack to the ground in front of me, its wings flapping once more as it turns sharply, heading back the way it came, leaving a wake of confusion and fear in its trail. The sound of its departure is only rivaled by the sudden silence that follows, the tension in the air thick enough to taste.

I hold my breath, the moments stretching unbearably. The sack lies desolate on the pad, approximately fifteen meters away, looking utterly wrong against the dusty but otherwise orderly courtyard. The coarse, weathered fabric shifts slightly in the wind, its open edges brushing softly against the ground. Faint brown dust lingers in the air from its impact, and a stale, earthy scent faintly reminiscent of old potatoes clings to it. Despite its simplicity, the image of it resting there feels unnatural, as if the world itself is rejecting its presence.

Then, a sharp whistle slices through the air. Another follows, each curling unnaturally as Nikki shapes the sounds with her lips and tongue. The soldiers flinch at the sudden bursts of noise, some muttering louder to compensate, others falling into uneasy silence, disturbed by how much she can perceive.  She keeps her eyes closed, concentrating entirely on the echoes rebounding toward her.

The sack twitches slightly under the force of the wind outside the mansion, shifting where it had rolled upon landing, its shape flattening awkwardly against the pad. The thick rope, knotted hastily like an afterthought, remains stubbornly in place.

Marie moves hastily from behind the soldiers who had retreated into the first floor of the mansion, her presence sharp and commanding. Her gaze flicks between the bomb squad and the unmoving sack before her voice cuts through the tense quiet.

"Bomb squad! Why the hell aren't you approaching it?"

A member of the bomb squad shouts back, "We've got a new woman with us. She can see through things. She'll tell us what it is first. If it's not a bomb, it's not our problem."

From another formation, a voice calls out with mocking exaggeration, "Very well, Alto Nikki."

The woman sighs audibly, her irritation clear. "Shut up!" she snaps. "I'm using echolocation, and you just made me see it as a solid object over a kilometer tall three meters in front of me. We can clearly see that’s wrong! Give me a second. Damn it!"

The courtyard falls into an uneasy stillness once more as she refocuses, sending out another pulse. The seconds drag, each one heavier than the last, before Nikki finally speaks again, her tone measured and calm.

"Inside the sack is something... naked. Male. Genitals mutilated. Not human;  there are some anatomical differences. A half-human species of some kind lots of hair, lots and lots of hair. And..." A pause, then her voice lowers. "...A hardbound book. It's made of human leather and pages made of iron, manganese, chromium, copper, cobalt and nickel. Eww."

A collective shiver runs through those still present. The ones stationed at the mansion's ground floor doorway grip their weapons tighter, while those still outside brace themselves, feeling the air grow heavier with implication.

The bomb squad leader looks to Marie for direction. She meets his gaze firmly and replies, "Bomb squad dismissed."

Without hesitation, they retreat swiftly and silently, leaving the empty courtyard behind where only the wind, the sack, and the contents of the sack remain.

Marie, Frank, and I move in low and fast toward the burlap sack. Our weapons are raised, locked on the object, and we fan out in a semicircular formation, moving clockwise as we close in. The air feels heavier with every step. I cock the hammer back on my pistol, the subtle click breaking the oppressive silence. Just in case.

As we approach, I halt and tap Frank on the shoulder, signaling him to advance. He continues forward, while I hold position five meters out with a clear line of
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