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Chapter 1: The Motions: Dane Glysac: November 25, 5005
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It was a fine day at last; finally, a stationary base instead of that malfunctioning mobile deathtrap. The thought of solid walls and a foundation that didn’t shift under my boots actually put a smile on my face. The stronghold wasn’t built to inspire, just to function. Concrete, steel, brick; stacked and sprawled into a utilitarian labyrinth that served both the city and the military. Outside, it looks ancient, even permanent. But inside? Sterile. Bright. Chillingly clean. Ventilation systems that whisper, filters polished to perfection. Even deep in the belly of the structure, the air smells new.

It was the kind of place where urban combat turns into a slow, motion horror show. No darkness to melt into. No shadows to shield you. Everything was exposed; and worse, so was I.

I step forward into the open, no hesitation, no attempt to hide. Let them hear me. Let them focus all their fear and fire on me. My chest rose. My arms flared wide. My fists clench like anchors.

"Here I am! I won’t surrender. Go ahead and shoot! I am bulletproof!" My voice shatters the silence, ricocheting through the halls louder than the gunfire that answer it.

They scramble exactly how I want; shouts, boots scraping against tile, guns coming up. Trained, sure, but not prepared for me. Some froze. Others moved with purpose, flashing hand signals, communicating through radios, trying to get a perimeter on something they didn’t understand. They want control. They want a clean kill. Too bad.

I reach into my satchel, pull out the first hammer that fit my grip; a basic yellow claw hammer. Two pounds of industrial steel, 14 inches of blunt trauma, no frills. I hurl it like it had a vendetta. No spin. No warning. Just a line drive through the air, right into a weak stretch of wall. The impact split the barrier like cardboard, and the unlucky bastard behind it never got to scream. Some structures hold better. That just pisses me off. I grab another.

The next throw came harder. Sharper. Meaner.

They try to pull their wounded back; some sad little show of loyalty; and it makes them easier targets. Hammers fly faster than they could strategize. One broke formation to line up a shot. Brave or stupid, didn’t matter. The bullet hits me square in the forehead and bounces off like a raindrop.

I grin. Wink.

Then shatter his cover with a single throw. The hammer doesn’t stop; keep moving, keep breaking, caught his femur and left him howling. Catching his buddy, too. Screams echo like applause.

My crew wasn’t with me; they had their own dance to handle down below. Stragglers. Survivors. Open mic roasting me on our facebot live feeds. Live facebot feed of my carnage. They don’t need to worry. This was my mess to make and not our  to clean.

Each floor I clear, my team follows. Quiet. Precise. Collect hammers. Handle cleanup to allow the larger teams behind them to advance later. They kill anything still twitching, they made sure that ceases.

Up here, it was all mine. Me and my rhythm. Throw, break retrieve, repeat. Every strike has intention. Every motion is fluid. I don’t waste a thing.

Number Seven keeps pace without words. He knows the flow. As I discard hammers, he scoops them up and feeds them back into the satchel. Then he slips away again, back to the others, a gust of wind.

Their radios keep crackling, enemy voices sharp with fear, scrambled with confusion. I smile slow, just a tilt of my lips, a knowing curl. They have no idea where I am. That makes it more fun.

Number one catches up teleporting to me and hands me a scavenged radio. Still hot. Still buzzing. I listen. Panicked strategies. Terrible ideas. No direction. Just dread in different frequencies and channels.

I lunge at the wall, put everything into the hit. The concrete fractures with a groan, then gives in with a sharp, ripping collapse. Rebar snaps and twists. Dust explodes around me like smoke from a cannon. It sticks to everything, my hair, my coat, my skin. I walk through the mess without slowing down.

They kill the power. I don’t blink. Locked doors? Too heavy? I went through the walls instead.

No structure stands long. Some folded right away. Others make me earn it. I like those better. Each strike cracks foundations, each wall buckled, and the sound of destruction never stops. It follows me; stone, steel, and shattering bone underfoot.

The ground beneath me groans before splitting apart. As it buckles, I let gravity take over and drop through the collapsing floor. Air rushes past, thick with dust, then I hit the ground below hard, absorb the impact, and push forward. Rubble rains down behind me, but I didn’t stop. Sometimes I pause to gauge my next move. Other times, I keep going. Either way, nothing is stopping me.

The armory is a minor inconvenience; mostly because I intend to level it. Inside, the oppressive hum of machinery filled the sterile concrete space. Floating dispersal nodes; two, foot, tall crystal, shaped devices; hovering in place, faintly glowing with electromagnetic energy. They'd been teleporting weapons; rifles, armor, grenades; to other parts of the base. That ends now. My objective was clear: to disrupt everything, fast.

The soldiers inside know the system, but not me. The moment I enter, gunfire erupts from all directions. I ignore them and focus. In one motion, I slam a hammer into the first node, shattering it. A blast of energy explodes outward, shaking the room. Lights flicker, and a raw surge of power distorts the air, throwing me back several meters. I stagger, but hold my ground.

I don’t hesitate. Another node cracks beneath my swing, its electromagnetic pulse thickening the air, hurling objects away. The soldiers keep firing, but I barely register their existence. I was in destruction mode. One after another, nodes shatter. Each explosion throws off balance and light, rippling across the walls. The energy feels alive; buzzing, shaking, resisting.

By the time I reach the fifth node, the system has already begun to collapse. 

The teleportation flickers, slows, then stops. The ever, present hum died. The room goes quiet; eerily so. No more weapons can be deployed from here. The crystals are dead. All that remains was the low, sputtering whine of dying circuits and pops of electricity.

I turns toward the soldiers. Their guns are useless, but they aren’t finished. They rush me. One charges with a jagged blade. I catch his wrist, twist, snapping the bone with a sharp crack, then drive my boot into his chest. He collapses, the air leaving his lungs in a wheeze. 

Another throws a punch; aimed for my face; but I catch it and elbow his throat. He chokes, he reels back, gasping.

The last comes at me with a heavy swing of his weapon. I sidestepped, grab his collar, and drive my hammer, claw end first, into his ribs. The impact tears him apart, bone and flesh shredding. I toss his broken body aside.

Silence returns. The armory lays wrecked, soldiers sprawl across the floor in a grim mess. No more reinforcements. The last of the nodes are rubble. The air buzzes faintly, then finally dims into nothing.

I was lost.

The corridors stretch endlessly, each sterile wall identical, flickering lights disorienting me further. Exhaustion drags at me. My limbs feel heavy, my thoughts dull. 

How long had I been walking like this? The chaos, the nonstop fighting; it was getting to me. Maybe it was sleep deprivation, maybe pressure. Either way, something feels wrong. The hum of the base; it wasn’t just noise anymore. It presses against me. Smothering.

I stumble into a nursery.

The shift in atmosphere hits me hard. Baby powder. A gentle scent I remembered from childhood. Cribs and playpens lined one wall: silent, untouched. Too quiet. Too innocent. Opposite them were dorm, style rooms, equally still. 

I shouldn't have been here, but something pulled me in. Curiosity, instinct; I don’t know.

Then I see it. A flicker of movement. A foot, adult size, slipping behind a cupboard.

I don’t want to be here. This wasn’t the mission. But I can’t ignore it. My feet move without thinking. Step by step, heavier with each one. I knock on the cupboard, voice falsely bright.

"Hiya, neighbor!" I force a grin. "Came for a little sugar; trying to bake a cake."

A terrified scream answered me.

Reflexively, I reach in and cover her mouth. My head nearly inside the cupboard as I lean close, trying to calm her down. I’m not here to hurt her. Not the children. Not her. I still have lines I won’t cross; even in this madness.

“Hey! Hello! Listen! Hey! Madam! Ma’am! Babies are here,” I whisper, keeping my voice low. “I’m being respectful by keeping quiet. If you’re honest with me, I won’t touch anything in this room. I do have morals. I need you to cooperate.”

Her fear pulsed like static. I gently pulled her out, steadying her. My body feels like it was moving without me. The nursery’s scent; milk, soft toys, warmth; makes it all feel wrong. I don’t belong here.

She stumbles slightly. I helped her balance. Her hands shake uncontrollably. Her uniform, if it could still be called that: was worn and stained with fluids. 

She tugs at it, trying to look composed, but her nerves betrayed her. She fidgets, then finally speaks, voice barely more than a whisper.

"Th-thank you, sir," she stammers. "This whole floor is children under three. It's me and four other adults. We were ordered to defend it with our lives. None of us are soldiers. You-you got to me before I could reach the weapons I’d hidden. I picked the wrong cupboard. Please spare me." Her voice cracked, her face twisting as she broke down crying, her body trembling uncontrollably.

Suddenly, bullets smack against the back of my head, sharp and rapid, like hornets slamming into my skull. I shift without thinking, planting myself between her and the line of fire, stepping in closer than I meant to. Just a foot and a half separate us now. The look she gives me, wide, eyed terror, was the kind you couldn’t fake. I must have looked massive to her, an immovable wall bearing down on a cornered civilian.

"I thought you said there were no soldiers here," I say, looking down at her. Her lips parted slightly, as if she might speak, but fear keeps her frozen. I rest my hands gently on her trembling shoulders. I lift her chin up so she is unable to escape my gaze. "Did I catch you in a lie, madam?" My voice was calm, teasing even, despite the storm of bullets ricocheting off my back and falling like lazy coins around us, pinging off cribs and rattling across the tile.

The soft whimpers of frightened children merge with the metallic rattle of spent rounds. I bend slightly, lessening the shadow I cast over her. "Don’t worry," I murmured, giving her shoulders the slightest squeeze releasing her chin. "I’m not going to let anything happen to you. But I do not appreciate the lies, I understand you are scared of me."

The bullets keep coming, each hit making my skin sting and my muscles twitch, but I don’t flinch. 

She stays still, just like I asked, tense, silent, her knees barely holding her up. I count in my head. Fourteen. Fifteen. I kept talking to her quietly, enough to steady her nerves, even as I track the rhythm of the gunfire, waiting for that pause when the magazine empties.

Then she starts to speak, her words tumbling out too fast, too nervous to filter. "She’s- She’s not a soldier. She failed basic for being sexually aggressive and dangerous to herself and others. After her husband died almost ten years ago, she changed. Not in a good way. She's bitter. Her daughter’s the queen now, untouchable, and she’s been cast aside. Her name is Tara. Oh God, I’m saying too much, aren’t I? I’m babbling. I don’t do good under pressure. Please don’t hurt me!"

Twenty, one. Twenty, two. I hold her hands gently, keeping her grounded. "So, the military thought it was smart to put someone like that in charge of your Nation’s children? A woman boiling with grief and resentment? Who came up with that stroke of brilliance?"

Still counting, I watch her expression shift as she notices the bullets landing, how I didn’t move except for the occasional twitch. "That’s why I’m close," I add. "I’m sorry about the personal space. I know it’s uncomfortable, and I respect that. You’re only like five foot and I’m almost seven feet tall. Twenty, five. Twenty, six."

She inhales slowly, her voice more stable now. "She’s not even staff of ours or a soldier. I did not lie, sir. Tara’s a farmer. She’s only here to protect me because of, well her temper. I’ve always been terrible under pressure, and she’s been a good friend when-when things are calm. When she’s not trying to steal my boyfriends."

I blink. That is absurd. But I don’t have time to laugh.

The headache is starting to build from the repeated shots. My voice rose, cutting through the chaos. "Alright then. I need to shut her up before she deafens every child in here. Get on the floor. I can’t block stray rounds if you’re not near the ground. And at this point, I’m asking you to stay away from me. Thank you for cooperating, madam. It is noted that you never lied to me."

Thirty, five. Thirty, six. Thirty, seven. 

I turn around abruptly and  hurl a hammer across the room, driving it into Tara’s gut. She doubles over with a grunt. She manages to lift herself and fire at me again, three more rounds. Thirty, eight. Thirty, nine. Forty.

I am done!

Crossing the room in seconds, I snatched her by the throat and hoist her off the ground with ease. "I don’t like striking women not in uniform," I growl. "But you? You have no fucking respect! None! FUCKING NONE! My back was turned. I was having a civil conversation. Did not having a husband, boyfriend or daughter make you forget how to respect others? That woman over there showed restraint, showed respect, even when I got too close to protect her from you! And you?"

I looked around the nursery, the chaos, the crying, the cribs vibrating from the noise.

"This is stupid." I snapped. "All of this is stupid!"

I raised my voice, loud enough for everyone hiding to hear. "Every adult in this room, front and center! No one else dies if you do exactly as I say."

They start to emerge: slowly and carefully crawling out from behind furniture and cabinets, wide, eyed and pale. One of them stood out, a woman clutching a rifle like a toy, holding it across her stomach with both hands overhand, clearly unsure how to aim or fire it.

"Why haven’t you killed us?" she asked, her voice shaking. "You even protected her." She gestured to the woman behind me. "I watched from behind the bookshelf. I moved some kids’ books to see and more to stick the rifle through but I couldn’t get anything but your legs so I never fired. We heard the shooting upstairs. We felt it in the walls. Why are you sparing us?"

She winces, one hand pressing her side. "I also don’t meant to alarm anyone but I’ve been hit. Somewhere around my hip. Adrenaline is high but I am in great pain."

I turn my eyes to her, my tone firm but level. "You can sit down at the very least. You’re injured, and everyone else here is in panic.” I pause and introduce myself. “I am Dane. I have a crew. We’re pirates. We are Mercenaries. We operate under a code. This isn’t anarchy. We don’t harm the innocent. We never harm children."

My gaze swept across the group.

"I’ll leave hammers with each of you. That’s my mark. Anyone holding one is off limits to my men. But there’s one rule I need you to adhere to for when my army comes up, they are following me.” I pause to let it all marinate. “Weapons at the door. All of them."

I look straight at the woman with the rifle.

"Especially you. You don’t even know how to hold that thing. My right-hand man will collect them shortly."

I put Tara down and let her be with the other women. I ask, “I also need something from you.”

One woman unbuttons her pants, “It’s okay ladies.” She sighs, “I’ll give him what he wants.” Her pants already crawling down her thighs.

I pull her pants back up, “I’m not asking for that! I need someone to use my radio for me to spread a message across the Nataion or atleast to leadership.” The woman growls at me embarrassed steps back and turns around to button her pants.

Tara emerges from the crowd; her expression is a volatile mix of indignation and defiance. "I'll do it," she announces, stepping forward. "I must atone for my failures."

I harden my gaze. "Tara, let me be clear. I have no sympathy for you. If you've deafened these children with your recklessness, I'll kill you myself. Slowly. Brutally. An entire generation doesn’t need to suffer because you couldn’t control yourself." My voice lowers but retains its steel. "But let’s focus on the present, shall we?"

Tara remains unmoved, her bitter demeanor as impenetrable as ever. "Yes, sir," she spits, sarcasm dripping from every syllable. I already hate her.

I curl my lips into a tight smile, sensing her defiance. "Good. Then let’s see what you’re really made of. Let’s see if you can follow orders."

Without warning, Tara snatches a chair against a dresser next to a changing table and hurls it at me. I sidestep with ease, the legs splintering as they crash into the wall behind me. 

My focus, however, is not on Tara. It’s on shielding the women and children, who recoil in fear with each flying object.

"Really?" I mutter, my voice heavy with irritation. "You want to do this now?"

She doesn’t answer. Her eyes blaze with fury as she grabs anything within reach. A lamp soars across the room narrowly missing a young boy who screams and ducks just in time. I throw myself between them, sweeping the lamp aside with my arm. A jolt runs straight through my bones.

"You're determined, I'll give you that," I mutter under my breath.

But she’s not finished. Not even close. She grabs a stack of toys and begins launching them in rapid succession. A plastic train smacks against my shoulder. Harmless, but annoying. I clench my jaw. Then a small child’s stool clatters to the floor inches from the injured woman’s feet.

The next hit is a heavy book. It slams into her wounded hip. She collapses and writhes with a strangled cry, clutching her side.

"That’s it," she growls through clenched teeth, glaring at Tara. "I don’t care what he does to you. I’ll finish the job myself! Bitch!"

My expression hardens. A dark surge of fury rises in my chest. My voice drops to a deadly calm.

"Enough, Tara. You’ve hurt someone who was already down. You’ve put children at risk. And now..."

I reach for the claw hammer at my belt. My grip tightens.

"...I’m done playing nice."

Tara still doesn’t stop. Her hands find a half, full box of crayons, and she flings it with everything she has. The lid bursts open midair, sending a rain of colorful shards across the room. I growl, sidestepping again, my patience snapping.

"Well, aren’t you just a rage, filled cupcake, that’s why the men love you" I bark, my voice a thunderclap above the chaos. "Do you really think this tantrum’s going to end well for you?"

I move. Fast. My steps are smooth and practiced. Tara lunges at me, driven by pure rage. She swings wildly. I twist, slipping past her strikes with ease.

"You're predictable," I mutter. Not mockery, just observation.

Her snarl deepens. Her eyes dart frantically around the room before locking onto a heavy metal toy box. With a guttural scream, she hurls it with every ounce of strength she has. It flies like a missile, the edges sharp and unforgiving.

But my focus isn’t on the box. It’s on the toddler standing directly in its path. He freezes, hands gripping the hem of his shirt, his eyes wide with terror.

"Move!" I shout, my voice shaking the walls.

The child bolts. The toy box crashes into the ground a breath behind him, gouging a deep trench into the floor before slamming against the wall.

That’s the final straw.

"You’ve crossed the line, Tara!" I snarl, my voice thick with fury.

Before she can reach for anything else, I strike. I sweep her legs with the claw of the hammer. She yelps, feet ripped out from under her, and crashes hard onto the floor.

The impact knocks the breath from her lungs. She gasps, struggling to inhale. She’s not broken, not yet. But I see it now. The fire in her eyes is desperate. Panicked.

I don’t let her breathe. I grab a fistful of her hair and haul her to her feet. She doesn’t cry out, but the fury radiates off her like heat. She growls in defiance trying to get out of my grip smacking my arm and elbow trying to escape. I’m not letting go of her. Let her fury burn. That fire has a use.

I yank her face up until her eyes lock with mine at equal height with me.

"You’re going to take that rage," I say, my voice low, steady, venom, laced, "and you’re going to do something useful with it. Like making that damn call. It was a request, now it’s an order!"

I pull the radio from my shoulder and shove it into her chest. She doesn’t take it. Not right away. So, I press it harder.

"Enough," I mutter, my voice cold enough to cut. I lean in, close enough to see her pupils shift. "You’re going to use this radio. Tell them I’m a pirate. Not a nation. That I’m calling for parlay to end the bloodshed! And if they want to keep shooting, that’s their choice. I don’t care, I am bullet proof."

She locks eyes with me. I see it coming. She spits in my face.

For one second, I freeze. My jaw tightens, the heat rushing to my temples. Her eyes flicker with satisfaction. She smiles and gets ready to do it again. 

My hand rises. One sharp motion.

The slap rings out across the room.

She stumbles back, head snapping to the side. The sound lingers, louder than the screams ever were. Silence follows a thick, choking pause. Even the screams and cries of children seem to freeze in place.

Tara doesn’t speak. She doesn’t move.

I wait.

Her breath comes in short, rapid bursts, but she recovers quickly. Her eyes narrow in frustration at me, and a sneer creeps onto her lips.

"What do you want me to say, Sir JackAss? I wasn’t listening to a word you said because you are unimportant."

I feel my patience strain, but I keep it reined in. A slow smirk curls across my lips. "The name’s Dane Glysac," I correct her, my tone thick with warning. "And you’ll do what I say because, for some reason, I haven’t killed you yet."

I don’t wait for a reply. I grab her by the arm and drag her toward the changing table. Her body goes stiff, her boots in front of her screeching across the floor as I effortlessly drag her petite frame. One hand gripping her hair to pull her when she almost gets away from me, the other pressing my gun to the side of her head to get her to stop flailing. 

The cold steel meets her temple, and I feel the tremor run through her. Her body locks tight, adrenaline taking over. I lean in, my voice a low growl. "Here’s what’s going to happen."

I force her fingers around the radio, prying away any chance she might have to pull something slick. My free hand checks that she’s not hiding anything else that could be turned against me. "Make the call."

Her hesitation is palpable. Her body quivers, her eyes dart. Then she swallows and presses the button. Her voice wavers for a split second before the anger props it back up.

"Oww, oww, my hair! This is Tara Reaux. The intruder has a message for us. They are pirates and request a-a-a-a OWW! Parlay. His name is Dane, but he also goes by Sir JackAss. Highest rank to negotiate. Up top at Marie’s Mansion."

The way she says Dane and nicknaming me Sir Jackass publicly leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, but she did what I asked. That’s enough. I let her go. She stumbles back and catches herself on the dresser besides us.

The defiance has drained from her face. Something else has settled in its place. Not fear exactly. Not surrender either. Something in between. Her breathing is shallow, uneven. But she doesn’t fall apart.

I wipe her spit from my face with the back of my hand, brushing the spit away in one irritated motion, and turn from her. 

The room behind me is still a mess of screaming children and broken things. I don’t let it touch me. I move to the corner and grab a bundle of hammers, then shove them into her hands.

"Pass these out," I say flatly. "They’re a message to my men. You’re off limits. For now."

I don’t stick around to watch her reaction. My boots echo as I walk toward the door. Just before I step through, I glance over my shoulder.

And I don’t hold back.

"Oh, and Tara? Your daughter doesn’t even like you. How shitty of a mother are you? Maybe you should fix your attitude before thinking you have a shot with men unless you’re just trying to be used and abuse."

I don’t wait for her answer.

I don’t care to hear it.

I hope I make her cry.

With one final look, I disappear into the chaos, leaving her behind in the middle of it all.
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The ground beneath me feels alive, thick quicksand pulling me deeper with every move. It’s not the usual sinking in water, but something heavier, more oppressive, slow, and incumbering. The harder I struggle, the more it fights back. There’s nothing above me to grab, and I’m stuck, sinking into this black plasma void. Each step sends ripples outward, distorting the surface as if the ground itself is swallowing me whole. The feeling of being trapped drives me mad.

Above, shadows shaped like harpies circle like vultures. They flicker in and out of reality, about one and a half feet tall, with wingspans twice their height. 

The largest among them; four feet tall with a twelve, foot wingspan; screeches in a voice that shakes the air. They swop around like hunters, impossible to track as they flicker in impossible angles, their jagged forms shifting. Their cries send shockwaves through the heavy air, pressing down on me.

My vision blurs and drains into greyscale. The edges of the world crumble away, like color is being sucked out by their presence, leaving only dull darkness threatening to swallow me whole. My body starts to betray me. My legs, my skin, dissolve slowly; melting off in layers, turning first into liquid acid, then to smoke. The air thickens with the smell of ash, as if I’m fading into nothing, erased.

The ground churns beneath me like a living thing with endless hunger. I try to move but feel weightless and stuck, every motion pulling me deeper. 

Then their whispers touch my mind; cold, sharp, cruel. They don’t just watch. They wait for me to break they are pushing to make sure of it. The shadows draw close, their voices a constant, cruel hum. “Loser”. “You are no one”. “We want you anyway”.

A shadow lashes across my face like a blade, slicing open my cheek. Blood spills thick and dark, dripping down, the red vanishes into grey scale only to vanish into the plasma below. The shadows laugh; voices rising in a cruel chorus, louder and relentless. “We will love you forever”, they hiss. Their laughter hits like a blow, deeper than any wound. My blood turns to ash in the void whisked away into nothingness as my strength fades. 

The whispers grow louder, tightening their grip. “Nothing is okay”. “We are here to help”. “Just give in”. Their voices spiral like a mantra I can’t escape.

The shadows coil around me like a tornado whipping across the landscape. Their newly transformed smoke serpentine bodies thicken the air. 

I’m flung into their vortex. “One of us. One of us. One of us...” Their chant cuts deep, carving into my mind. Darkness closes in, blocking out the last light. Black smoke curls up my limbs, choking what’s left of me.

Then the world shifts. Crimson streaks splash the ground, blood, and shadow mixing. The air grows thick with despair, heavy and oppressive. Distant voices echo, muffled and too far to reach. My body trembles as the transformation pulls me deeper, dragging me into the void with cold finality.

The world lurches, tilts violently, throwing me into chaos. My existence quakes, caught between nightmare and some cruel reality beyond. The abyss shifts again. I teeter on the edge, trapped in spiraling chaos that threatens to tear me apart.

I snap back to reality, sliding across cold wooden floors. The impact shakes me through. Under the polished planks, the cement foundation hums faintly, hidden water pulses beneath the bones of the IA sky city, Chicago. I skid to a stop at Dane’s feet. He towers over me, a solid wall of muscle and presence. His shadow cuts through the bright meeting room, and all I see with him standing over me is darkness.

“Hey, Probie,” he says, his voice sharp and cutting. “You awake yet?”

I force myself up, heart still hammering from the shift. “Understood, sir.”

Dane’s eyes narrow. Frustration settles deep in his face. His fingers rub his temples slow and deliberate, like he’s holding back a growing headache. “Good. Now what do you suggest for our problem? If you were paying attention, that is. I don’t care if what you say is a failure we talk through. Just anything. Anything. Anything at all. Show me we didn’t make a mistake promoting from Probie 100 you to the newest Disciple 12. The last one, as you remember, lost his head on the job. We chose you because you seemed ready, but Probie 99 wanted it more. We can still give it to him if you want.”

Before I answer, a scoff cuts the air. Number Five leans back against the table across the room. Bright lights catch the sneer twisting his face. “If he can’t even pay attention during meetings, why the hell is he even here? It shows he can’t respect the time of himself or others!” His gaze burns with irritation. His posture tight, like he’s waiting for an excuse to strike. “He’s so young. What the fuck is he doing here? For real. Do you even have powers, or is your third helix just dead weight?”

His words hit like a slap, but I refuse to flinch. I earned my place. They might not know what I went through, but I do. I lived the abuse of this place since I was six, the theft of my experience. My shaking and isolating fear when on my twelfth birthday my door opened and I was told that I am now in an army promoted from slave. I was given a real room, a bed, I took weeks to adjust. 

I survived when others failed. I watched many slaves like I was die from the abuse and neglect. I don’t carry the same weight as the disciples do. I climbed one hundred ranks because so many of them died while fighting the base. I was in the half that followed Dane and his disciples up. The fifty who went down died. I went from Probie 67 to Probie 99 and then minutes later number one took me from my room and to Dane in a single teleport jump. Dane informed me that the previous number 12 was executed by Queen Marie and that number 8 got shot leading the 50 and has passed. That I was now number 12 because they just promoted probie 100 as well into the number 11 spot. 

The quiet confidence built from years of fighting and proving; but I’m here. And I’m not leaving. I have four years of training my powers to meet expectations of number 12, I’ll practice more with this new opportunity that I have before me. I don’t deserve this yet, I’ll earn it.

Dane raises a hand, silencing Five with a sharp glare. “Number Five, calm down. Number Twelve, go ahead. Show him what you can do. I know you two haven’t worked together before. Let’s solve this, semi peacefully. Proceed.”
I push myself to my feet, muscles still trembling from the earlier ordeal. Closing my eyes, I pull energy from within. My hands glow faintly, the light growing as I shaped it into a pulsating sphere. It swells until it is about three feet wide, humming with power.
Five rolls his eyes, clearly unimpressed. “What the hell is that? A party trick? This is the best the ‘newest Disciple’ can do? Pathetic.”
I swallow my irritation, keeping my voice steady. “I can focus my energy into three distinct forms, each with unique effects. This...” I said, nodding at the orb, “...is my blue energy. It manipulates weight. Everything and everyone except me will feel its crushing force. I also control electricity and implosions; each deadly in its own way. And I know with training I’ll learn more colors as well.”
Five snorts. “And how does that make you dangerous enough to stand with us?”
Without warning, I throw the blue energy ball at him. He barely had time to react before it expands, its shimmering surface swallowing him. The air shifts as the field contracts, squeezing him in a relentless grip. His body sank into the floor, the metal beneath warping and groaning under the strain. Five plummets through with a heavy thud. He doesn’t bounce.
From the floor below, Brian’s voice cut through the silence. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Five gasps for air as I tightened the sphere, crushing him harder than his body could take. The floor buckles further, raining fragments of steel and concrete. His breaths grow ragged, skin paling as the energy crushed his blood flow.
Dane’s voice snapped through the room, cold and commanding. “Enough, Twelve.”
Dane strikes the back of my head with the heel of his hand, pulling my attention back.
I want to keep going, to make sure no one messes with me again, but Dane’s voice stopped me. “Twelve. Do not kill him! We do not kill our own. We have slaves for that. Take your fury out on them if you must. There are 113 people off limits. You have been here long enough to know that! Do not think for a second I will not execute you to protect others!”
The blue energy recoils, coiling back into my arms like living tendrils retreating to their home. My eyes glows faintly as the power sinks back inside me, a cold fire simmering beneath the surface. The air settles as Five climbs back up from the floor below, breathing ragged but steady. He struggles but steadied himself.
The smack on my head leaves a faint afterimage of energy that fades quickly. Once upright, Five spits in disbelief. “Looks like they patched this shit before. Did it quickly, crudely. Wonder why.”
Dane waved dismissively, eyes never leaving the group. “Who knows? Anyway, here’s the plan. Five, Twelve; you two stop fighting. Beyond that,” he scanned the room, “Twelve, Three, Seven, One, Five, Eleven; head to the nearest Illinois bases and send them a message.”
Number One stepps forward, tone sharp but curious. “What’s the message?”
Dane smirked, eyes gleaming with dangerous amusement. “Baby, we can party or baby, we can parley.”
One tilted his head, confused. “What do you want us to take?”
Dane paused, letting silence stretch before spreading his arms wide, taking in the armory. “A mech, a glider, and everyone armed with a melee weapon, a pistol, and a rifle. Actually...” he grins, “we’ve got a full fucking Nation here with gear for an army. Take whatever you want. I just want them alive. To solve the nation population problem, I need royalty. Most people I’ve ever controlled before was forty thousand. So, I can’t stress that enough. I need them alive.” His eyes darkened. “Beyond that? Thrill me.”
Number Six spokes hesitantly. “And the rest of us?”
Dane didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll go with you. The rest will come with me. We’re going room to room to figure out who’s a cook or a farmer. Forty sixteen million mouths to feed.”
Number One mutters under his breath loud enough to hear, “We didn’t think this through, did we?”
Dane chuckles dryly. “I thought Marie would be here. Expected her to control her men better, make this a real fight. Honestly, I thought we’d lose ninety today. Number eight wasn’t as tough as he thought he was, he wasn’t tactical or forward thinking ehough. I gave him ten to prove himself and he took fifty without my blessing.” He shook his head, exhaling through his nose. “The ones who actually followed my orders only one got harmed. Only Number Four got shot. He’s not dead, just in medical, getting patched by Nine.”
Number Five snorts. “How the hell did Four get shot?”
Dane smirks, amusement creeping in. “He shot himself. Forgot the safety when holstering his weapon. Bullet went through his thigh, nearly took off his foot. Lucky it’s the leg he never uses. We all know he floats everywhere, we could take his legs and he would be content still. As long as we didn’t take his member.”
A roar of laughter rippled through the room. The tension eases but Dane’s sharp gaze reminded everyone the mission wasn’t over.
Number Two’s voice broke the silence, incredulous. “So taking Chicago was a suicide mission?”
Dane snaps his head toward him, piercing gaze locking on like a hawk. Slowly rising to full height, his presence filled the room. “A suicide mission?” His voice dripped disdain. “I was leading by two floors, sometimes four. Never less than half a floor ahead of you even when I got lost for three days. I took the brunt of the punishment! So don’t give me shit! Besides, we took over a nation of millions with only an army of 113, how do you not think that has risk?”
His eyes sweep the room, daring anyone to challenge him. The weight of his words pressed down on everyone. “Are we good? We good? Anyone else?”
No one moves or speaks.
Satisfied, Dane’s tone cut sharp and decisive. “We have your orders. Let’s go.”
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