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The first blip aroused him in darkness.  It was area within his dreams where he was aware of his own existence but without an inkling of what had befallen him.  He tried to comprehend what was going on, but his mind was distantly removed from his brain and was barricaded from his will by an impenetrable boundary.  There was no thinking in this curious realm.  Numb, blind, and lost, he didn’t even notice the tug on his life that stole him back into unconsciousness.  


Soon or much later, Mitch awoke into a second round of intoxicating oblivion, but at a level above his previous state.  There was a new perk that tantalized his senses- sensation of his body.  Eyes.  Open.  It was a disappointing struggle against his muscles just to be able to see, but he managed to crack open an eyelid.  His struggle was in vain though, as he could not see anything.  Mitch was blind, and his world was gone.  Should he be concerned?  Still, he felt no emotions, not a single catch of fright or anxiety seeped from his mind.  Mitch truly was dead to everything.  There was a brief elevation of feeling just below his chin and his eyes shut softly, sending him back to the prison of his corpse.

A faint, low rumble like a generator running in the distance woke him the third time.  This was not a gentle ascent back to life like the previous revivals, however.  Mitch was stung by a jolt of feeling that burst through his body from his face to his toes. This time, his whole body was ambushed violently, like being dropped bathtub filled with needles.  This made him happy, and a small giggle made his diaphragm flex. 

Stop laughing! This is painful!  Oh, thoughts!  I’m alive!

Mitch was regaining his emotions, as if a small door to his former self had opened up to his brain.  Excited that he could reason again, he tried to arrange his thoughts and imagine where he was.  But before he could connect any puzzle pieces, something crept into his thoughts.  The commotion it caused made it seem very physical, like a warm and slimy tentacle working its way through a little door into Mitch's brain.  Something tangible that he could feel.  The tentacle slowly slithered its way to the back of his head and stopped for a moment.  It loosened up and flattened, turning into a liquid that oozed into every nook and cranny of his brain, completely infusing into him. Mitch hated the freedom that the intruder had over his body and tried desperately to push it out or at least make an attempt of resistance, but how?  It was already inside and spreading.  The warmth of the syrup oozed through every hedgerow of his brain's maze and made it buzz.  

As the substance seeped further into his mind, he gained a better sense of himself: physical feelings, a kaleidoscope of emotions, and memories that all shook off the ashes of sleep.  Mitch felt the presence hit a sensitive spot and a shudder of queasiness was sent to his stomach.  

Mitch attempted to reason with the enemy, but his language escaped him.

The tentacle, seeming to realize this was a tender spot, reared back and generously relieved some pressure from the area for a short period of time.  But, after the small hiatus, it brutally attacked the sensitive area, sending anguishing shocks of pain through his head.  This invisible force that felt like a nest of angry hornets trying to sting their way out of Mitch’s body was soon harassing his whole body.  He could feel his legs convulse and straighten.  Movement.  His muscles engaged and he felt a slam as his heels collided with a hard surface.  His throat vibrated from a deep moan.  The pain abruptly stopped as the tentacle moved to another portion of Mitch’s brain.  Mitch still remained a slave to the omnipotence of the foreign ooze, but his lower body was reengaged. 
The substance washed over every point in his brain trying to find more tender spots.  Once it hit one, the harassment resumed.  Shocks of pain pulsed through his arms and ended with a discharge of electricity through his fingertips.  Mitch squeezed his shook his arms into the air and slammed the hard surface next to his body.  As a checkpoint in his reasoning, he declared to himself that he was on his back. The attack ceased abruptly and the pain went with it.  Mitch’s hands drifted towards his body and felt bare skin.  His icy fingers streaked his sides and made him shudder.  The fluid repeated its process again and again, each time bringing terrifying pain and a new sense of life to his body and mind.   Everything was cold.

 Eventually the warm syrup’s work slowed to a stop, but Mitch was far from finished.  A second cold and less inviting foreign body made its way to the back of his head.  It did not penetrate his mind like its predecessor, but instead stiffened up and its tip narrowed to a sharpness that gave Mitch legitimate anxiety.  The sharp tentacle purposefully advanced to a location in his brain that was not painful.  It briskly settled in for a moment, and then a cool jet of air rushed into the area.  The tentacle disappeared quickly, but a cool afterthought remained.  Nothing more ensued inside his brain for an extended amount of time until he felt the familiar pinch that meant he would be sent back to his body's death-like state.  The numbness came rapidly this time.

Mitch awoke the final time with a start as he drew a sharp breath in.  His body was shivering, and he could hear a low buzzing noise in his ears shortly followed by an obnoxious ringing.  He then saw showers of sparks bursting in front of his eyes followed by developing shades of white and gray.  Mitch was fully aware of his surroundings, having regained all of his senses and thinking capabilities.  He was still on his back, and in a very bright and cold room.  There were no smells or sounds other than his shallow breathing.  He feebly raised himself up onto his elbows, which required his full effort, and examined his surroundings.

His eyes adjusted to the colorless world around him.  Apart from the glowing blue lines that indicated intricate pathways throughout the room, there was only extensive sterile white.  There was one particular pathway that ran straight through the room and continued through the walls on either side of him.  

Follow, his brain told him.  Why follow?  It didn't even seem like his command.  He attempted to stand, but his legs were much too weak to support his body and he fell off of his chair into a heap.  The chilled, glossy floor came like a wall of ice to his starkly naked body.  He detected the necklace on his chest, and it felt remarkably warm compared to all else.  The shivering intensified and his vision spun.

With much strife, Mitch crawled back up into his hovering egg, exerting nearly all of his energy.  Dozens of fireflies danced across his eyes and he breathed heavily for some time.  "He- help?" he spoke softly.  The chair glided smoothly to his right.  


Mitch could feel the hair standing up on the back of his neck as the cool air whisked over his body and chilled him further.  His skin became taught and a wave of goose bumps erupted all over his body.  A square hole opened in the wall and Mitch glided through.  There was an odd looking girl sitting in a similar egg-chair in the other room, looking on without emotion.  Mitch's hands immediately flew to his waist and he covered his most private of areas.  They continued staring at each other for quite some time, until the girl broke the silence.  

"Well look at you," she said dryly.


"I'd rather you not," said Mitch with a small crack in his voice.  He could muster enough composure to speak, but his shallow breaths still came too frequently.

"Sweet dreams?" she replied.


"Is this a hospital?  What are you wearing?"  Mitch inquired weakly.  


"This?"  She examined herself and raised her hands to question his preposterous remark.  "I look normal.  You're the naked infant.  I saw you fall, are you alright?" 

Now she was asking the preposterous question.  "No."


"No.  Well, yes you are.  A little groggy, I understand.  But the sedatives were only so you could sleep through the trip."

"Trip to where?  Where…  Where am I?  Are you Russian?" 


"No!  Ha, gosh no!  Oh my.  Out of all the questions you should be asking right now.  Bigger than that, Mr. Kroy."


Mitch broke into a sweat that he could feel on his palms. “Bigger how?"  He had begun to panic and raise his voice, but this only succeeded in making him more lightheaded.

"Calm down, you're safe.  Unless you fall off of your chair again and bust your head open, but that'll be your fault.  I'm not here to hurt you."

"Who are you for me to trust?"


"What, you don’t recognize me?"


Mitch studied her closely.  The girl even brought her chair near to his so he could get a better look.  As they approached each other, Mitch saw that she owned a cute, pointed nose and pursed, pink lips that had hardly moved.  Her gallant chestnut hair was stark against her wan, gray skin and flowed down to her waist.  Even though she was clothed in a tight, all-black body suit, Mitch could tell she had a long, slender figure.  Her lengthy legs dangled nonchalantly off the chair.  Lastly, he noticed her beautifully vivid green eyes that appeared all too familiar and eyebrows trimmed to the point of being sharp.  

 "Am I supposed to?  It's a nice get up, but I don't know who or what the hell you are.  Must be the chloroform!"


Disappointed by his answer, the girl answered gruffly, "Watch your mouth.  I'm going to take you to see my director of operations to determine what to do next."

"What?  No!  Your terrorist leader?" he spat in a defensive tone.  


"Mitch please," she sounded exasperated.  "If it’s that big of a deal to you," she rotated her wrist over and slid her finger down her sleeve.  A smaller egg drifted through the silent opening in the wall and approached the girl.  Inside was a black package, wrapped tightly in a bundle.  Once she was in possession of the bundle it was tossed to Mitch and the egg darted away.  "Just like new,"

"What is this?"


"What you were wearing when we left."  Mitch broke the seal of the plastic wrapping and excavated his clothes: hoodie, boxers, shorts.  "Well, what's essential?  And now it's clean,"

"Turn around," he ordered.

"Yes of course, the almighty Bro-siedon must be obeyed," she mocked and lay back in her cushion.


That name.  It was terribly familiar.  As he slipped on his boxers for a miniscule amount of composure, another flicker of recognition leaped from his hand- more specifically, his index finger.  His skin was flawless.


His face burned with anxiety.  His slid through his shorts just as a creeping chill made its way up his spine.  He looked up slowly and met the girl's ravenous green eyes.


"How long," his voice cut off.


"Hm?"


"Have I been gone?  From my family?"  


"Not long."


"You think I’m that thick?" he jabbed his finger harshly in her face.  "Look at this!  This doesn't heal during a plane ride!"


"Not naturally, no."  Mitch stared at her like a child beneath a master illusionist.  By what other means would it heal?  The rabbit has been pulled.  "You're a dreamer, right Mitch?"  His finger retreated back to hand sleeve of his hoodie before anything else happened to it.  "I remember you told me on the sands a while ago that you wanted to do something out of the ordinary.  That you wanted a change in your life.  Isn't this extraordinary for you?  Real modern medicine."


"What?"


"Your finger.  It was just a cut, it's not a big deal."


"What else have you done to me?"


"More questions?"


"Where's my family?"


"So many questions."


"Answer them!"


"Your family is fine.  They think you're spending the day out with your friends."


"And?"

"What?"


"Everything else!"


"You-" the girl stopped herself and fell into deep thought as her gaze narrowed, alternating focus between Mitch's right and left eye.  

"I don’t want to pour all the knowledge on you at once, you might overdose."

Mitch was amazed that she actually wondered if anything else could shock him even more.  "Just tell me what I need to know, please."


"One more thing for now," her left hand slid into a hidden pocket on the backside of her suit, and she returned with a white paper square.  It was the underside of a picture.

"Not everything has been the way it seemed.  That really should be apparent.  I'm going to show you this, and I need you to trust me.  Okay?"  Mitch merely hardened his face.
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A short touch on the shoulder was detected, but not heeded to.  It could have been a muscle twitch or some other body anomaly with no accompanied significance.  If that were the case, then why should he fall from the serenity that so tenderly engrossed him at the moment?  No, it will not be heeded to.  It can't.  It wouldn't.  It-


It happened again.  This time, two taps in rapid succession signaling that Mitch's attention was desperately needed.  Sorry bud, back to reality.


His eyes opened slowly to let the light in gently, but the sunlight still took the liberty of burning his tender corneas.  The energy he saw he could also feel.  He was warm, but the early evening made sure he wasn't too hot.  The mellowed sun was waning quickly.  Soon, it would retreat behind the distant waves and entertain the other side of the earth with its blaze. 


"Ba grr nu hu-wang?"  A muffled voice gave a source to the shoulder tapping.  Annoyed but not appalled, Mitch removed his earphones.


He then turned his head and found the source of disturbance to be a plump, sandy boy squatting on the dune above him.  He held his knees tucked closely to his chest and balanced on feet that he had already drilled into the sand.  He was an immovable talking boulder.


"What are you doing?" the boulder asked politely.


"Watching."


"What are you watching?  Your eyes were closed."


"They used to be open, but then I closed them because I wanted to focus on what I have to do next."


"Focus?"  The boulder unraveled and transformed into a small tree stump with two branches.  "How do you do that?"


"Your problems aren’t big enough for you to worry about that yet.  But, someday, when there’s some kind of obstacle that you have to overcome and you know you need to get your thoughts straight, it will come naturally."  Mitch's words were miles above the small boy's head, but it seemed to satiate him nonetheless. 


"So you're like a ninja?"


Mitch narrowed his eyes and stared deeply into the boy's astonishment.  "Pretty much."


"Okay!"  The tree stump had a sudden growth spurt and sprouted two ill-proportioned legs.  They uprooted from the sand and ran down the small bank to carry their master on other daring adventures.  Mitch shoved his earphones back in.


Watching.  What was he watching?  He forgot by now, but then again, there was nothing to recall.  The watching served as the essential prerequisite to his time of focus, that's true.  But it was spread so thinly with significance that nothing was necessarily remembered.  At first he began with the usual lazy scan of the environment around him, the start of his fall from reality.  His eyes grew unwilling to move, weak almost, as he closed in on a steadfast object to dedicate his gaze to.  Then came the tunnel vision.  He seemed to no longer be himself, as if no other activity surrounding him any longer affected him.  He became an entity, a shadow of the old Mitch that sits back and allows life to go along its merry way before him. Once he started to think about his mission, his eyes closed.


Only the image of the steadfast object was burnt onto the unseen side of his eyelids, but it was fleeting and soon disappeared.  Mitch was in the zone. 

A voice said, ‘this is going to suck.  Maybe you shouldn't do it today.  It's really hot and you are going to be sore afterwards, just leave it until tomorrow.  You deserve a night off, you have worked hard enough already.’  Mitch has battled with that voice every single day of his life.  It had become his familiar enemy, and a formidable one at that.  But then came another voice, shorter and sweeter.  Shut up and do it.  Mitch trusted that voice, and it came with a side of confidence.


"Shut up and do it," Mitch mouthed to himself as his eyes shot open with full purpose.  There was no fall from the trance this time, only fuel from a pure source. With the volume cranked up on a pulse-pounding electronic song, he began his trudge through Pacific sands on his two-mile beach loop.  


Mitch Kroy was conditioning and shaping up for two-a-days.  As the star running back for his high school, he was an athlete.  But the three-week summer respite from all-things football had made him soft.  Not surprising when a picturesque beach front in Santa Monica, California was his all too available backyard.  It was a nice compliment to the small, salty beach house that managed to hold a family of four.  Some would call it American squalor, but it was home to Mitch.


  It was also something to remind him of his priorities.  There was always something to accomplish, some goal for him to surmount.  

On this evening, Mitch ran for not only the progression of his physical abilities, but for the comfort of his family.  Jay and Mara, his parents, were songbirds.  Though they were wonderful at their art, they were not financially blessed.  That's just the way the cookie crumbled for their family, and Mitch had long since accepted that.  So when he ran for his family, he ran for a scholarship.

It was the summer of 2020, and he was going into his final season.  Soon, he would be out in the big mysterious world doing big miraculous things.  Very soon indeed, he would begin a new life where money wouldn't be a problem.  But time was of the essence, and every second that he put towards preparing for the season would bring him closer to his goals.

Half way through the loop.  


The air was thick with ocean spray.  The sun flirted with the horizon and threatened Mitch to keep a good pace or he could find himself running without eyes.  His lungs burned and his legs grew heavy, but he embraced the sensations.  He knew how much he could improve from a few weeks’ work, both mentally and physically.  


The pain made him slip from his focus for a bit, so he dug deep to stabilize his morale.  His focus took the stage by storm once again and dominated his attitude, even ameliorating his aching body to the slightest degree.   His thoughts narrowed and soon it was just a matter of stride, stride, breathe in, stride, stride, breathe out.  His rhythm matched the beats of the songs harassing his ears.  He continued on, headstrong and driven.  He mindlessly concentrated on another steadfast object in the distance that allowed him to maintain the ideal state.  Stride, stride, breathe in, stride, stride, breathe out.



Eventually he found his towel and bag, took a pleasant swig from his water bottle and placed his earphones in a side pocket.  The water beckoned him and his body heat defeated him, so he soon found himself knee-deep with legs of pudding in the friendliest waters he had ever experienced.   He dove in headfirst.  The cool waves washed over his shoulders and back, cleansing the sweat from his skin.  Mitch surfaced and gulped in a fresh breath, pushing his long, dark bangs back over his head.  After wiping his eyes, he put his hands on his head and stared out at the endless blue.  Pink and red clouds streaked the sky and the moon whispered her presence.  He sunk back under water a final time and skimmed the ruffled ocean floor back to shore.  


Mitch needed to ride his long board a mere two blocks to get back to the house.  A smoky essence of mesquite wood and cooking meat drifted through the air and caught his attention.  Heck yeah, barbeque tonight.  He accelerated towards his house, fueled by the aroma.  


His father Jay was at the grill on the side of his house.  


"Hey big man!  How was the run?" he waved Mitch over with his spatula.


"Feels good to be doing something again.  What’s cooking?”

“Nothing less than the best chow in South Hondo!  Go wash up and get ready for dinner, it'll be done in no time flat."  Mitch dropped his board by the air conditioning unit and headed back to the front of the house.  He heard ambient chatter radiating from inside the house and saw faint silhouettes of heads conversing through the window curtains.  They were drawn.  Mara never drew the curtains.  


One of the heads must have caught a glimpse of him walking by the house, as a hush fell about the crowd inside and the lights were killed.  Mitch stopped for a moment at the front door, attempting to picture what could be happening inside.  Robbers?  No they wouldn't rob us.  Police?  No, I sent the taxes in on time.  Random family reunion?  The bolt was unlocked, so he opened the door cautiously, amazed at the ability of any amount of people to disappear that quickly in such a miniscule space.  


All at once, the room exploded with life and shouts of "Happy Birthday", "Surprise!" and "Blah!  Mitch!”  Our victim staggered backwards a step with his fists up, spooked even though he knew extraneous people were in his house.  His mother Mara and little sister Sarah led the procession of hugs and were the first to embrace him.  Oh yeah, Mitch thought.  I guess it is my birthday.  


"Sup guys?" Mitch asked coolly even though he was thoroughly and pleasantly surprised.


"Happy Birthday wittle Mitch!" Mara smothered his cheeks with kisses, recklessly embarrassing him.  


Jay rushed in, "Happy Birthday son!  We invited some old buds and babes over for dinner and a party!"  


"Yeah no kidding," said Mitch with a punch to Jay's shoulder.  Mitch immediately searched for any of his friends, but came up empty handed after a moments worth of scanning.  One must understand that he and Sarah were the only young guns below the age of 30 in their community of washed up surfers and old sailors.  The average age of the fifty closest houses' residents was 37, and that was two years prior to tonight.  "You Jay and Mara's boy?" Mitch was constantly asked even at age four.  "Can you sing?  Play the drums?  What are you good for?"  Some of the older salty dogs like Mr. Kurbady vetoed the responsibilities of raising children after the Iraqi War.  Therefore, babbling toddlers were like a new species altogether.  After another moment's inspection, there were officially no close friends of his present.


"Well thank you all for coming, but I really need to take a shower!"  Mitch yelled to whoever would lend an ear.  He sifted through the small sea of people, shaking hands and returning hugs all the way into the kitchen where he dropped his pack on the counter. 


The house was humble and small, but quite homey.  It smelled of the ocean on the inside, but Mara kept it bright and fresh with a few original lamps and now colorful party lights throughout.  Mitch walked back past the partygoers in the living room to get to his bedroom.  He closed the door behind him and plugged his iPod into some speakers.  He chose a softer, acoustic song and adjusted the volume accordingly to fit the atmosphere.  I guess you can call it a family reunion.

Mitch shed his sandy shirt and threw it to the tiled floor.  The moment it struck, a spontaneous explosion erupted just behind him.  A single high pitched squeal projected into his ears as the closet doors burst open and a young woman tumbled out.  Mitch jumped back onto his bed and made an awkward flailing motion that was the bastard child of a stiff arm and an albatross flapping a broken wing.  


The girl that was moments before an immediate threat to Mitch's life turned out to be Kali, his best friend.  Kali was choking on her laughter and clutching her stomach from her success.  Mitch's adrenaline eventually ran itself off and he hopped down to admit defeat and embrace her in a bear hug.  


The two of them were close.  Very close.  When Mitch entered high school, Kali was the first person to befriend him.  By senior year she was the first person he'd lay down his life for.  They could tell their secrets to each other and talk about home life.  Mitch never thought he would tell anyone the junk he told her, but he found her to be his only concrete outlet other than when he could run off his frustrations on the field.  They went to movies and studied together, she went to his football games and he attended her gymnastics competitions.  They knew each other more deeply than their own family members.  


 Mitch had even, a few times, considered taking their friendship to the next tier.  A relationship.  Her messy chestnut hair and dazzling green eyes above high cheeks and a fit, sun-kissed body has elicited temptations for many years.  However, whether something small tipped him off or his gut just told him it was the wrong thing to do each time, the advancement never took place.  And so they remained the best of friends- nothing more, nothing less.


"You get the prize tonight," Mitch said as they unlocked from their clasp.


"For what?  It's your birthday!  You've earned it!" she replied sweetly.


"I don’t really have a choice if it's my birthday or not, do I?  I meant for scaring me, you probably should have gotten that on camera."


"Oh!  Well who said I didn’t?” she let out a devious snicker.  “Now please take a shower, you smell like a Neanderthal," Kali gave him a royal ‘shoo’ with her hand and sent him on his way.


"Straight away Ms. Ham!"  Mitch gave Kali that nickname after she won her first gymnastics competitions in San Francisco during their sophomore year.  Mitch had to drive her up because her father was boozed out and her mother was working overtime.  Kali was an only child, too young to drive, and out of options, except for Mitch.  He drove her up in Jay's rusty Volkswagen van and watched her blow the competition out of the water to win gold.  Mitch offered her dinner on him, and she chose IHOP, complaining that she hadn’t eaten breakfast that morning because she was so nervous.  It wasn't until they ordered that Mitch was completely surprised.  Kali ordered a pancake platter with a fruit cup and three sides of breakfast smoked ham.  Each side contained four slices of ham, and when she finished her first helping, she asked for Mitch's spare side of smoked ham.  


"What?" she innocently asked Mitch whose chin was on the table in astonishment.  "Girl needs her protein!”  She became Ham from that day forth, and Mitch made sure to prepare a hearty helping of the stuff every time she came over for breakfast.


Mitch closed the bathroom door, shed his swimsuit and clambered into his shower.  He turned the heat up until it was nearly uncomfortable.  His cramped chamber soon turned into a four-star sauna.  Mitch sat down in his tub and let the scalding droplets fall on him.  He closed his eyes and found relaxation at last.  
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BANG-BANG.  Someone struck the bathroom door.  Mitch tried to drown it out with the rest of the noise, but another round of pounding rattled the room.


"Yeah?"  Mitch yelled out.  Relaxation lost.  


"Bro, I don’t mean to interrupt, but there’s something I need to share with you!" A low, coarse voice made its way into Mitch's ears through the hiss of the shower.


"Me too!" Another very similar voice penetrated the steam.  Only two guys Mitch knew could own voices at so low an octave.


"Boys, can’t you see I’m busy?  What is it that you need to say?" Mitch threw them a bone.


"Happy Birthday!  Now come give us a hug."  This was a demand.


"But I'm enjoying a pleasant sh-"


"Sh-shut up.  You have one minute left or we are breaking in."  This was an ultimatum.


"I'll be butt naked and soaked, are you sure this is what you want?"  


"I see terrors worse than you in the locker room every day, Kroy!" one of boys imitated a coach's voice back at him.


"I'm calling your bluff," Mitch was determined to stay put.  "You wouldn’t break my door either, so don't even start."


"Thirty seconds!" one of the voices boomed with pleasure.


"Wow, fine!" Mitch washed his hair quickly and reluctantly cut the water.  He threw a towel around his hips and didn’t bother to dry off; someone was getting a very wet hug.  He opened the door and pushed his bangs back, on the alert of being tackled.


Clayton, a defensive lineman, called out, "Hercules!  Hercules!  Hercules!" Clayton's twin brother Josh, who was an offensive lineman, made a sharp whistle with his fingers.  


"Yeah, you like that?" Mitch made a brief flex of his biceps and winked at Clayton.


"You know I do!"  Clayton made a grab for Mitch's arm but Mitch batted his hand away.


"Ah!  Hostility!" yelled Josh as he jumped up from his seated position and tackled Mitch onto the bed.  Pinned down by Josh's bulky body, Mitch was entirely vulnerable to Clayton's repeated finger jabs to his ribs.  This was Mitch's most tender spot, and as Mitch's best friends, Clayton and Josh knew it best.  They mercilessly attacked his sides until Mitch made odd choking noises in the sheets from laughing too hard.  


They let him go reluctantly, and all three boys were giddy with laughter.  It was a miracle Mitch didn’t lose his towel.  


Still catching his breath, Clayton managed to say, "We just wanted a proper hug, man," which sent them all into another laughing fit.


"Well then let's deal it out!" said Mitch as he stood up and tightened his towel around his hips.  "Commence the 'proper hug', sirs," he announced in a British accent as all three boys wrapped up with an initial bear hug that brought them very close for a short period of time and then split apart to engage in the meat of the "hug".  It included hand slaps, fist bumps, head flips, leg wiggles, finger snaps, and finished with a crazed yell.  The whole act was created during their junior year when all three of them made the varsity team together, and has been their pre-game ritual ever since.


"That's what I'm talking about.  I'm so ready for the season this year, we're gonna be a powerhouse.  Us three, together, we're unstoppable.  Owl Creek won’t know what hit them!" Mitch was pumped up from the handshake-hug.


"Yeah buddy, we just have to get through two-a-days first," Josh clutched his stomach and sighed, "I'm a little worried dude."


"Oh shut up, I'm fatter than both of you put together," Clayton had to chime in.


"Hey, guys, chill.  You know what… " Mitch lowered into a soft voice, "I love you both just the way you are."  Josh and Clayton looked at him for a moment without expression.  

"You're a fruitcake, Mitchell Kroy." Clayton broke the silence.  Josh followed with, "And that's why I you need me to save your ass from certain death on the field every Friday night."  
“But in a weird, abstract way, I know were trying to give me a compliment.  I appreciate that, and do you know what?  Sometimes you make me a fruitcake too.  I don’t just tackle anyone who’s wearing minimal clothing.”  Mitch was gratified.  "Now," Clayton continued, "on the tangent of being fat, Jay said the grub was ready."  Clayton and Josh giggled and skipped out of Mitch's room like little kids after an ice cream truck.  Mitch slipped on some boxers, board shorts and a bro-tank and followed their lead.


The exquisite smell of the mesquite-smoked ribs, charred burgers and homemade French fries filled the air.  Drinks were served: Dr. Pepper, sparkling cider or whatever the guests fancied otherwise.  All ate and drank their fill, and all were merry.  

After dinner, the cake was brought out and lit with eighteen small sparklers.  Everyone sang Happy Birthday to Mitch (who was smiling from ear to ear) and when they finished, he blew out the candles with gusto.  It was official; Mitch was an adult.  Everyone broke out in applause, cheers and shouts of jubilation. 


After the filling of stomachs and the giving of gifts, Mitch took the kids that were actually his age over to the beach.  Apart from his three best friends, Mitch discovered that at least six other acquaintances showed up later on- all of whom he knew reasonably well.  


The waters tended to be more calm and serenading at night, and that was no exception.  The moon had entered center stage dressed in a stunning white dress fit for any wedding, with her dainty ladies, the stars, nervously gathering around her.


“Tonight is definitely sweet,” Mitch noted to Kali.


“It’s amazing.  The sky is so clear out here compared to the city, it's not fair,” she replied as the fantastic four lay down in the sand close together. 


“Amen to that.  And the beach is flawless.  Almost like it knew today was a big day so it cleaned itself up for once just to impress me,” Clayton teased.  


"Yeah I know, right?  It's like you're Bro-siedon, God of good looking beaches."


"Excuse me?" asked Kali as she jabbed Mitch in the ribs.


"Hey, easy!  Bro-siedon, like Poseidon you know?  But with a bro?"  Clayton and Josh looked at him with suppressed laughter, Kali just looked upset.  "What?"


"Ladies’ ears," Kali winked at Mitch.  He still didn't understand what he did wrong.  "Oh, I'll really miss this.  It's been swell, boys."


"Indeed it has been, Ham." Clayton answered back.


Miss this?  Miss what?  Mitch wondered. He felt completely out of the loop, like his three amigos were on a completely different brain wave than he was at the moment.


"Miss what, guys?"  Mitch asked.  


"Oh, you know," Kali made a pause and sighed.  "Summers like this.  There's so much peace in all this quiet and innocence.  It's our senior year and big things are about to happen.  I don’t know, I miss being a kid and stuff already, and high school has flown by."  


"Real talk," Josh mumbled.  Kali's nostalgia spread to the other three boys and fell over them like a veil.  The night sky drew close to Mitch and became his temporary screen for replaying high school memories and childhood snapshots again.  Mitch fell into his zone and lost track of everything around him.  His gaze focused on a single star and wouldn't move for the world, because the memories he chose to re-live were too sweet.  He reminisced on songs that his songbirds sang to him and Sarah, great victories, touchdowns, excellent runs, the first time he met Kalina Stryk.  Ham.  His better-than-best friend.

He imagined the sounds, smells and spirits of each memory, almost like he was living it once more.  But eventually, they had to go.  Just like they had to pass in real life.  It was beautifully quiet again, peaceful like the silence that you never want to wake from.  

"That’s pretty heavy."  Mitch had to break the ice before the mood grew too melancholy.


"Yeah, I know."  Kali replied with a patient exhalation.  "Hey boys, I have to get back home and put the parents to bed.  I'll talk to you later, Happy Birthday buddy!"  Kali rolled over and gave Mitch a kiss.  After the exchange, she whispered, "I left your gift on the nightstand."  


"Oh, okay.  Thanks Kali.  Goodnight," he whispered back.  Kali got up stiffly and trotted off the beach, leaving her three boys to their own devices.


"Oh Kali..." Clayton whispered in an overtly seductive voice.  "Now 100 percent convinced you're a fruitcake." Clayton pushed Mitch over in the sand with his burly lineman arms.


"She whispered first," Mitch defended himself.

"I can't believe you guys aren't dating yet," Josh added.


"Yeah, seriously.  But you'd probably get married first, anyhow," Clayton agreed.


"It's not like that, guys.  She's almost like my sister, we've been through hell and back too many times."


"And that worsens the situation?  That should be your glue!  Take advantage of the strife you’ve experienced together!" Josh argued.  Mitch thought of a decent analogy that Clayton and Josh could both comprehend.


"Have you ever kissed your sister?  It's just not the same.  I'm afraid that's what it might be like."


"We don't have a sister," the two of them replied together.


"Okay,” Mitch had to think longer.  “It's like playing in the State Championship game and tying."


"Ohh," they said in unison as two tiny light bulbs appeared over their heads.


"Yeah.  It's not what you want."


"Well it might be worth a try down the road, dude!"  Clayton assured him.


"I'll see how the year plays out." Mitch implied that this was the concluding statement and any further speculation would be uncalled for.  The juiceheads were obedient and left it alone for the remainder of the night. 


Mitch said his goodbyes and thank-you’s afterwards to everyone as they left his house and gave a final handshake-hug to his linemen.  It was past midnight at the Kroy household, and Mara ushered Mitch to go to bed.  He indeed had a long and draining day, and his scorching summer practices started in just three short days.  Mitch received a goodnight kiss on the cheek from Sarah, and she retreated to her room to crash.  Mitch slipped on a hoodie in his room and his favorite pair of wool socks that kept his feet warm when his light blankets couldn't.  His usual routine was followed: brush teeth, rinse mouth, wash face, count blessings, grab guitar and hop in bed. 


On a normal night, he spent around thirty minutes strumming and singing internally.  It used to be his parents' jobs to serenade the children to sleep up until Mitch decided he grew out of the old lullabies when he became a teenager.  One came to him tonight, brought on by the beach’s revival of so many old and sweet memories.  He recalled one of the oldest songs from very long ago that Mara sang to him by herself:

I'm always here, right by your side,

You're safe and sound, in love you hide.

No need to stay, these hours are done,

At peace you'll be when darkness come.

Be still my child, my all in all,

You know the sun is sure to fall. 

So go to sleep and touch the skies,

Goodnight sweet child, just close your eyes.


Mitch found peace with its soothing melody even now as he plucked each chord softly.  


He replayed the song over in his mind, trying to recreate her singing next to him.  Soon though, his fingers lost their dexterity and his eyes grew lazy.  He escorted the instrument to the designated corner of his room where it slept.  


His pillow was cool and inviting, and he welcomed a good night's sleep with an open mind.  However, before receding into his sweet dreams for good, Mitch noticed the shiny black box on his nightstand.  Kali's present!  Mitch garnered an impulse to let her know he was about to open it.  He sent her a text: "Thanks for the present Ham, about to open it :)," he attached a picture of the small box just for the heck of it and sent the message.  He attended the bathroom to relieve himself a final time while waiting for her to respond.  From across the room, he heard the quick vibration rattle on the wooden desk.


He excitedly opened his phone and read the response: "See you soon.”  Soon.  Now he couldn’t wait to see her soon.  With everything that has been happening between them lately, from the night rides together along the ocean in her old Jeep to tonight’s suggestive kiss, Mitch was certainly feeling a push from his heart, just tell her how you feel, Mitch.  She’s the best for you and you know it.  Clayton and Josh’s remarks had their effects as well.

When he slid his curious fingers over the glossy lid of the mystery package, the box opened automatically with a click.  A note popped out.  It read:

Mitch,

Underneath this note lies a necklace.  

It's your choice to put it on or not. 

Kalina 

So what have we here?


The necklace that Mitch was supposed to put on was comprised of a striking metal chain that felt surprisingly light for its complexity and size, and a pendant of what looked like a crystal cut in the shape of an exotic “t”.  


Mitch placed it around his neck as he supposed it should be.  He gazed at himself in the mirror, assessing his new look, moving the chain around, making faces, flirting with himself.  It made him look tough and gave him confidence. 

Looks expensive, she went all out!  The crystal shimmered even in the faint light coming from his tiny lamp and almost seemed to have a soft glow to it.  Mitch held the necklace just in front of his nose to inspect its superior cut, being careful of not touching the crystal to prevent smudges.  At a closer proximity, Mitch discovered that the crystal was actually in the shape of a sword. The delicate figure was remarkably crafted and perfectly clear, and small characters were inscribed on the blade.  


As he tried to decipher what the calligraphy read, faint whispers floated to him from around the room.  Mitch spooked himself and he whipped his head around to the door.  Alone.  He noticed the whispers ceased when he broke eye contact with the pendant, so he attempted to read them again.  He ran his eyes over each symbol carefully, which aggravated the whispers and made them more intense.  Mitch let go of the chain immediately.  The crystal made a brief vibration when it hit his chest and then began to emit a steady, oscillating flash.  It gleamed a soft, red light that rose and fell every few seconds.  The slow revolutions of flashing were mesmerizing, and after a solid minute of staring, Mitch had enough.  He searched for the on and off button that he must have pushed, but could find no such thing. 

He put the necklace back down on his desk, and the whispers once again stopped.  Either someone spiked my coke tonight or I'm going insane.   He pinched himself to make sure he hadn't actually fallen asleep instead of opened the box.  Nope, real life.  The crystal continued to flash.  He shot a text to Kali asking where she got the necklace and how it worked, but after ten minutes and no answer, he grew anxious enough to grab the necklace again.  This time, Mitch grabbed the sword by the blade without suspecting it to be sharp, and found that he was quite wrong.  His index finger received the most damage: a clean, deep cut. 


There soon was a small stream of blood dripping from the tip, and he took it over to his sink to play doctor.  At first, the small deluge wouldn't quit.  Mitch wanted to grab a Band-Aid or med-spray from his parents’ room, but he didn’t want to wake them up.  The last thing he wanted to do was rummage around the house and leave a neat trail of blood in his wake. 

Instead, he utilized the old vampire method- suck the blood until it clots.  This left him with that sharp metallic taste in his mouth and a still steady stream, so he spat it out switched to toilet paper.  He wrapped a healthy bundle around the sore appendage, and called it good.  Mitch returned to check on the necklace, scared he might have gotten blood on it somewhere.  The blade indeed had a slight red tint, indicating it had been stained.  But he also noticed that the flashing had ceased.  He returned to the bathroom and washed it carefully and thoroughly, confident he could efface all the marks.  


On post-analysis of the rinse, he observed the slight red tint that the sword had picked up still remained.  However, with further scrutiny, there were no surface stains on the sword.  The tint was definitely inside the crystal, like the blood had seeped in and marbled the once pristine structure.  Mitch was frustrated that he had damaged both his finger and the necklace with a single imprudent action, and angry with Kali for not warning him that it was razor sharp.  With all things considered, he was tired and wanted sleep more than an argument.  The necklace was gingerly placed back into the box and covered.

Suddenly, there was a distinct thump on the tile floor behind him and he turned around briskly, assuming he would find Jay.  Unfortunately, his father could not embody the sound he heard.  In fact, there was nothing to see at all.  Was this one more trick that his mind was playing on him at such a late hour?  It couldn’t be.  He knew the sound was absolute and physical.  Something heavy made it, that was for sure.  Mitch stared widely at the half open door, terrified, confused, and petrified.  There was a quick shimmer that started by the doorknob and moved upwards.  Mitch barely heard the humming sound that led to the brief pinch on his neck. He helplessly lost the ability to swat it away, and all at once, a steady darkness seeped from the frame of his vision.  Sparks flittered around the room and colors faded into each other, ultimately being consumed by blackness.  He felt sick as his knees struck the floor, and his body folded over backwards.  He let out a desperately weak moan with the remainder of strength that was quickly fading.  

It all happened so fast.  Mitch was escorted from the room just as the intruder came in, silently and unnoticed.
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The girl flipped the picture over, and Mitch recognized it immediately.  It was he and Kali after one of his games.  He was in full gear, drenched with sweat, and a little bloody with eye black streaking down his cheeks.  Kali was clean, shining, and as beautiful as ever.  It was the special picture that he jokingly signed and gave to her after the big win.  Multiple levels of concern jolted his lower gut and his brow creased with immediate concern.  "What did you do to Kali?"  His voice had gained animosity at the fear of her being hurt.  "I swear on my life, if you lay a freaking finger on her I'll kill you right here."  The girl drew her hand back and looked at him sternly again.


"Mitch," she halfway pleaded, worried he might not recognize her at all.  "It's me, Ham."  


No.  How did she know that was Kali's nickname?  How could a complete stranger know that?   Mitch was in disbelief, so much so that he had begun to think he was in a dream.  Most dreams were like that too, right?  You find yourself out of context in a completely random place and then have odd conversations with people that you may or may not know.  But there are always little details that you would know, that the complete strangers would never have heard of.  Yes, Mitch was convinced he was in a dream.  But, if he was, how could he have recognized he was in a dream so easily?


"I told you I'd see you soon, Mitch."  She snapped him out of his debate between discerning dreams from reality.  "I sent you that text just before we left.  I said, 'See you soon'.  I hoped you would remember when we got here, but you're not letting yourself tie the knot.  Breadcrumbs buddy.  Breadcrumbs."  


That was exactly what she sent him.  


"I didn't fall asleep, I was abducted.  And drugged."


"Quit making it sound like you've been harassed, you're a luxury!  We are only going to help you."


"Then get a head start and explain to me what the hell is happening.  Or let me go."


"But you don't even know what's in store for you.  I don't want you to make a mistake while you're fuming like this."


"I can stay angry for a while, trust me."


"I know you're tough.  But where are you going to go?  Twenty feet to the left?  Maybe huff and puff it to the other wall?"


"So I don’t have much of a choice?" 


"How about we look at this situation a different way.  Firstly, try and consider the wild notion that you aren't in harm's way.  Some things are just supposed to be done in secret.  Sometimes they operate like this on Earth too, you know like your CIA and FBI?  Similar deal."


Mitch caught something, "I don’t like the way you said that."


"Did I stutter?"  No.  She said Earth in the third person.  As if it was a distant place.  As if they were away from Earth.


"Where are we?"  He drew his own conclusion before she even had to tell him.  Everything around him was too flawless and inorganic.  The floating chairs were beyond any kind of technology he had ever heard of before.  And this girl, this individual he was speaking to, was not human.  His eyes were stuck on an imaginary point on the wall and his ears perked to receive the worst news yet.


"Makes you feel small doesn't it?"  Mitch withered away in the cushion as his mind’s gears churned and sputtered.  Could it be true?

"Nothing here is…  Right."


"See, now you’re thinking bigger.  Come on, glide with me."


His egg obediently teetered behind her as they floated on through several similarly blank rooms, ultimately ending up in what felt like an elevator.  They were sent up at high speeds, and the floors around them blended into a pastel sequence of stony grays and blacks with the rhythmic streaking of tiny blue lights.


"My real name is Kalína, by the way.  But you can still call me Ham if you want.  Some of the others changed their names because of the culture change, but I decided to keep mine."  The way her voice bounced from word to word was achingly similar to Kali's.  If this imposter was trying to play as the friend he once knew, she was too close to par.  It was a damn good trick.


"You're not her."


"You'll come around to it.  I won't stand by and pretend that I don't understand why you're confused.  I couldn't even imagine.  I just recommend that you be more open minded in the next few minutes than usual."


"You can try and fake it, but you don’t know her like me."


"No one knows her, Mitch.  She was a mirage."  Mitch bit his lip at the insult and primed his tongue for an acidic comeback.  "Oh, so you're going to put up walls about that?  You don't know half of the arsenal they sent in for you."  The elevator slowed to a stop, but his heart rate was still going up.  "Okay I’m sorry, that was harsh.  It’s been a long trip for me too.  But, let's be real," Kalína reduced her tone to calm him.  "You can be mad for a while, because I know that's how you cope with adversity.  But imagine the border between where you were and where you are.  I'd compare it to putting a caveman on a cruise ship and expecting him to be okay with it.  From your perspective, this should be impossible to conceive.  But from mine, I need to know if a change of face is going to clog your thinking for a while.  Specifically, mine."  She intertwined her fingers and looked at Mitch like he was her stubborn little child.  He lost the urge to speak until he had logistical answers.

After a drawn out hiatus, Kalína reached over to the wall and slid her finger around a holographic dial.  The lights in the elevator went off and they were instantly bathed in darkness.  "You're in time out until you cool down."  The condescending remark made him even more livid than before, but the pitch black gave her control. He could either sit there forever, or proceed and get home faster.


"I can handle it," he said lowly.  The lights immediately returned to full burn and Kalína smiled. 

"Stubborn as a Stolruk," the glassy doors opened and she led them through.


They reappeared at the end of a massive corridor.  The walls of the hallway were made from a smooth, furnished metal, as was the floor, but the ceiling was made from a continuous pane of glass that let warm sunlight pour through unimpeded.  Mitch's skin tingled to life again from its warmth and the change of setting increased his morale.  


Thin, white-light strips that were cut into the walls guided them as they drifted along.  Every ten feet or so, the strips would jag outwards to connect to other points trickling along the walls like a miniscule highway.  It was impossible to tell if they served any real purpose other than making strangers wonder if they served a purpose.  At the end of the hallway, the lines came together into an impossibly complex web across the wall of metal.  The lines tangled their way to a centerpiece in the wall and bordered three, golden, overlapped crescents that radiated from the mixture of warm, natural light and poignant web light.


“Dead end?" Mitch asked.


“Door!" she bounced.  The eggs stopped, but Kalína rotated both of them to face each other.  “Again, I'm sorry this is all so rushed.  Just try to take in as much as you can before making any decisions. You are about to be offered a huge opportunity, and I recommend you take it."


The steel curtain slid away with uncanny ease, speed and reticence to reveal a stunning chamber.  Enormous fountains lining the walls spouted a mercury-like fluid that cascaded down mossy stones and flowed into a brook that trickled beneath the transparent floor.  Magnificent flowers bloomed from the many fruitful plants growing all around and added to the sweet aroma.  A thick canopy of intertwining treetops served as the roof letting little sunlight trickle through.  Petite, balloon shaped bugs floated carelessly around them as they walked towards the far side of the chamber.  Mitch was in awe of the grace and peacefulness of the ambiance, and the serenity came like honey to his nerves.  It was a direct contrast from the lifeless, white limbo room he woke up in just minutes before. Perhaps it was just the cold and lack of life that made him an angry young man.  


Out of blue, a woman dropped from a tree onto the glassy floor in front of the eggs.  She was the same race as Kalína, but showed slightly more blemishes of age.  She held her hands behind her back and beamed at Mitch.  He held her glance for a few moments until she shifted to Kalína.  "He's even more beautiful in person," she chirped.


"You should see him when he's not a vegetable," Kalína teased.


"A specimen nonetheless," she switched back to Mitch.  "Hello, my name is Drestique.  I'm the reason you're here."


Mitch stuck out a pale hand, "Mitch."


"Ah yes, the hand shake."  Drestique put her hand in his.  Neither contributor made an effort to squeeze so the greeting fell apart quickly.  "I've studied your species extensively, Mitch.  Fascinating creatures, similar to us!  Really!  Still infants with your technology, but climbing the ladder like we did nonetheless."  Her eyes were alight again like if she was as amazed to be speaking with him.  Like he was a living fossil.


"How are you speaking English?" Mitch asked Drestique and then turned to Kalína with the same question in his eyes.


"English!  Your native tongue, correct?  It was simple once our lingual decipherer determined the basis of the spoken word, then the written language, and so on.  It was interesting studying cultural dispersion and identifying the invisible borders you set amongst your own species.  Why is that so?  I have my own inquiries but have never heard a human's opinion on the matter."


  "Why do we have borders?  Well, I don’t know.  Don’t you have different territories or nations?”

“No.  We exist as a single entity.”


“Oh.  We have had countries for as long as history has been recorded.  That’s how we identify ourselves I guess.”


"But, why do you separate yourselves?  You are of the same species!  Would it not make more sense to unite and find strength in a global community?"


"I suppose so."


“What differences push you apart?”


“Why are you asking these questions?”


“Pure, reckless curiosity.”


Drestique gave him an eerie smile that supported Mitch’s theory about her being a textbook example of a mad scientist.

“In the past, countries have separated because of religion, I know that.  Um, there’s also the idea that some races are superior to others and also for economic reasons, greed, conquest, and so on.”


"Is there more than one human race?"  Drestique's tone changed.  She was now hinting at a notion instead of inquiring about it.


"Yes," Mitch stopped himself.  There have always been different races, but she's asking about the human race.  "No.  But there are different races of humans is what I meant."


"Is being human not a singular, defining attribute that is equal amongst all humans?"  She cracked a smile.


"It is," Mitch almost smiled too.  Though kooky, she was insightful, and talking about his own culture on a level he could operate on was better than Kalína abrasive information something down his throat.  He liked Drestique more already.  


"Food for thought.  As far as learning English, we searched for a suitable candidate for my research here and pulled you out of a pool of billions.  That was four Earth years ago.  Kalína was sent to study you at first and then gain your trust so this process could run smoothly like it is today.  When she identified the correct language you spoke, we used the IL technique to expedite her lingual development.  She had every word, rule, and tone usage rule that we could find in the English language down in a few days.  Then we altered her appearance and…  Voila!  Kali Strykland," Drestique held her hands out at Kalína as if she were a trophy.

As "interesting" as it was, Mitch felt betrayed.  Drestique might have studied human emotion extensively, but she messed up on him.  


"How?  Kali?  Our whole friendship was a façade?  A role?  A joke that you could tell to your buds after it was all said and done?"  Mitch directed all of his venom at Kalína.  The imposter.  All of his best memories were with her, at least the most recent ones he knew he would never forget.  But now it felt like the last four years of his life had been ripped from him and God knows how many more to come will be lost now.


Drestique stepped in, "That's not how it is at all, Mitch.  She was assigned to develop a relationship with you and that's what she did.  It was not merely for the purpose of manipulation."


"Oh?  Then what exactly?" Mitch's voice rose.  His blood had been flowing long enough for him to put more emphasis behind his scold.  "Just because you call it a relationship does not justify the feelings I've wasted on her."


"You said you could handle it," Kalína said dimly.  Mitch turned to back to her.  Her eyes were dark and far away with tears threatening to roll.  "And I thought you would be more forgiving."


"That's weak.  What did you expect?"


"I expected you to listen.  I'm not done with you yet."


"Neither am I,” Drestique resumed.  “It was her order to follow, and I gave it to her.  So direct your spite to me, but I wouldn't suggest you waste your energy on that."  She looked at Mitch sternly.  "You have been brought here for a reason and I'm not going to let you waste it.  For the benefit of the human race and your own future, will you comply?"


Mitch tracked slowly to Drestique's face.  He could see genuine concern and empathy.  But then again, what is genuine anymore?  "I still don’t know where I am or who you are, but seeing as I don't have a choice again, please feel free to continue," he gave her the most cynical response he could muster.


Drestique attempted to mollify her tone, "Humans are indeed on an approach to making technological breakthroughs that will catapult your species into galactic prominence as we did.  That is inevitable.  I am the GAN's lead xenobiologist.  I petitioned for the-"


"The what?" Mitch interrupted.


"What, what?"


"What's the GAN?"


"The Galactic Allied Nations.  The first Barrine diplomats to establish contact with other intelligent species created the GAN to ensure peace and security between both species and others discovered thereafter.  Furthermore, I petitioned for the allowance of the human race to join the GAN.  You are so close to reaching prominence and joining on your own, it is tormenting!  But I decided to speed up the process because of some turbulence.  One of our former allies broke away from the organization and violated the sacred armistice just recently.  We are essentially at war with them, which is dangerous as it stands.  But we are even more cautious of their aspirations to colonize.  They could possibly seek out terrestrial planets to use as strategic bases, and if they found Earth," Drestique let Mitch finish the message by himself.


"We wouldn't stand a chance."


"You wouldn't know what hit you.  It would be like a caveman against a…  Fighter jet!"


"Yeah, I've already heard the caveman reference.  So why am I here?"


"For science's sake!  The prospect of losing such a bright and prospering species as a casualty of war is horrifying and must be prevented at all costs.  However, it would be highly frowned upon for a civilization such as ours to assist the natural progression of your own species.  That decree has been established with the GAN for eons and the head diplomats have already assured me that they will not move on the matter.  I did find a loophole though, which states that we can offer assistance if official consent is given to us by a representative of that species.  I'm speaking to him now."


"Well I appreciate the selection, but wouldn't a more experienced human make this more official?  Like a president or an actual diplomat?  I’m not very politically inclined yet."


"That's just the thing, it is because of your age that you have not developed steadfast biases, rituals and beliefs.  You showed me exactly what I was looking for with the question about Earth’s territories.  Being so young, you have only heard the facts of why things work the way they do.  I'm being very general, so stay with me.  You told me that Earth had countries and territories with borders put down because of other men's beliefs.  You are not yet old enough to experience for yourself the impact of those beliefs.  Because of that, I have confidence that your decision will not be seasoned, but raw.  It will be a better representation of your species as a whole because you still revert to your instincts, not a detached strain of thinking that will benefit a specific group of humans.  Your decisions will justly benefit, or harm, humanity as an entire species."


Mitch cleared his throat apprehensively, "I understand that, but if you want instinctual thinking, why didn't you scoop up someone from a third world country?  As far as humans go, I've had a much better education than most of the world.  Some people in Africa haven't even had the opportunity to touch a book.  I think your selection process is flawed."


"While a lack of bias is required, it is also good that you are informed.  You are the perfect balance between the two."


Mitch started to feel the gravity of the situation.  "So once again, why, specifically, me?"


"I told you there were millions of candidates.  You were a lottery ticket."  


"That's fair.  So what do you need my consent for?"


"On the off chance that our recent enemies choose earth as a suitable offensive position, we need your allowance to defend you against an invading force and reveal our current technology to the general population if absolutely necessary."


"You're asking for my permission to fight on our side?"


"If need be."


"But you will otherwise remain out of our business if they don't invade?"


Drestique chuckled.  "Well I'd say we have done a pretty good job for the past 2,000 years."  

What more was there to argue against?  Just a simple ‘yes’ and he can go home.  "Then by all means, be our vigilantes."


"So that's a yes?"


"Yes ma'am."  Mitch made a conscious decision to change his attitude.  When someone has you between their gun barrels and under the microscope at the same time, they deserve respect.


"Wonderful!"  Drestique raised her hands in mild celebration and reverted to her outlandish scientist demeanor once her business was out of the way.  


"So was it really that hard?" Kalína had long since gained her poise.  Mitch was still unsure if he could look at her, but he knew he had to man up.


"No, it wasn't.  But why did you have to bring me into space to ask me that if you have been with me for the past four years?"  The venom was absent, but he still spoke critically.


"Because of our next offer.  Just in case you said yes, we figured we could knock our two birds with one stone and see how you fared with our technology."  Now Kalína sounded formal, since her business wasn't settled.


"You figured?  That’s a big gamble.  What if I said no?"


"You would probably be sent back to your room the same way you left it and end up like one of those crack-jobs claiming to the world that you were abducted by malicious beings that extracted something from your brain.  But instead, you are going to say yes and my four years have not been in vain."


"Like mine?"  Mitch let it sting and then went on, "By what terms do you want me to test your technology, and does that actually include surgical procedures?"


"How is your finger doing?" Drestique asked.


"It's fine, no thanks to that necklace," Mitch said.


"The necklace worked perfectly, and now it's your own unique identification tag.  Your DNA will be crystallized forever can never spoil.  It's not sharp anymore either, so I recommend you wear it around your neck for future use."


"I'll hold onto it.  Don't distract the point though, that’s where I draw the line on cutting skin." 

"All surgery has been completed, but we need something more important from you than that," Drestique said.


"The reason I'm here,” began Kalína, “and why I dedicated four years of my own life to befriending you is so you can join my Vanguard squad." 


Drestique glowed and said, "This was my idea too!"


"Yes, Drestique created the Vanguard program to test our most cutting edge military technology and how different species cope with the advances.   Only three squads are being created with five soldiers each.  The other two have already been organized and are ready for training and testing, and ours is just waiting on you."


"Nah, I’m good.  Now you need to seek counsel with the Army."  


Drestique said, “Like I said earlier, those in leadership positions will utilize the knowledge they acquire to their specific organization’s advantage.  We need you to test the weapons yourself because you have no expertise in this kind of field.  We simply need cause and effect, Mitch.  If Earth is attacked, we need to know if a boost in military power will be possible for your professional forces and possibly the general public.”


The fact that they had prepared for all of his answers bothered him.  Perhaps they had actually practiced this procedure for the whole four years.  Though it was tough to resist, Mitch had to say no.  Everything was simply too far above his head.  He couldn’t jeopardize his football scholarship.  “Define testing,” he said.


Drestique replied, “shooting the weapons, operating equipment, analyzing the effectiveness of armor, etc.  Testing.  Everything we need to assess to make sure humans can adapt quickly and efficiently to our technology in a crisis.  Truthfully, it will be quick and relatively painless.  And you have my word on surgeries being completed.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad, but what is Kalína’s squad for?”


Kalína interjected, "The testing-specific missions we do at the barracks.  We do everything in a controlled environment, and sometimes have competitions.  But everything is carried out in the form of a mission to make sure the testing is as accurate as possible.  It’s taken me four years to discern if you were suitable for this position or not.  From what I’ve learned, I know that you’re a heck of an athlete, I know that you’re a strong leader, and I know that I love you.  I really want you on my team."


"This a different kind of team than the one that I play games with every Friday night, Kalína.  And if you say you love me, than you would very kindly show me the door and let me get back to my real life.”

“Too bad that I do love you, and won’t let you walk away so easily because I don’t want you to miss the opportunity of a thousand lifetimes.  No other human in the history of Earth has been offered the chance that you have right now.  If you want, you can become the forerunner of your entire species.  The most advanced and enlightened human being in the galaxy.  Or, you can be so near-sighted and concerned about your own future that you just leave your whole species out to dry.  You could be a hero.  Just remember that not a single legend has succeeded without sacrificing something.  I am here to assure you, as Kalína, Kali, or whoever think I should be, that this small sacrifice is nothing compared to what others have made for you.”

There was a point he hadn’t touched on internally.  Other than himself, there were millions of other people that could have been in his position.  Someone would have had to stand up, and it just so happened that it was Mitch Kroy being called to carry the burden.  Or was it a blessing?  He could become the person solely responsible for signing Earth’s contract to salvation.  It wasn’t that he deserved the opportunity, but rather that he owed it to those who have served to make his life better; those who gave their lives so that he could offer a small sliver of his to this purpose.  Mitch assented, “I guess it’s the least that I can do.  But, what kind of time frame are we talking about?  I will need to say something to my family.” 

 “They think you’re on a road trip to Sedona with me and will be camping there for three days.  I bet we can think of something during that time period,” said Kalína.

“Okay.  I do have one more request, though.”


“What’s that?” Drestique asked.


“My family is…  Do you have anything that could help us out financially if I go through with this?”  

"We know Mitch, and that can be dealt with when you would like it to be," Drestique dismissed, sensing victory.  


"Okay.  I’ll do it," he said before anxiety bit his tongue again.  Her eyes burned with ambition as she bounced looks back and forth between Kalína and Mitch.  She tightened her face into a fanatic smile and approached Mitch with poise again.  She truly acted like the creatures she studied.


"Excellent" she attempted another handshake, and Mitch grabbed it to squeeze again.  When they made eye contact, she drew her face uncomfortably close to his.  "Just excellent," Drestique's hands came together below her chin. She made a certain smile that was unnervingly subtle, and contained a curious hint of accomplishment.  Like she received more than a simple yes.  


"What now?" he asked tensely.


"Now,” she drew her face away.  “Kalína will show you to your quarters so you can get some quality rest.  I need you in top condition to get things started on the correct leg!  Tomorrow, you will be introduced to your squad and begin the program."  


Mitch nodded in acknowledgement.  There were no words left for him to give, his mind was already overwhelmed from a cyclone of thoughts and emotions.


"I don't expect you to say thank you right now.  But just know that you are in a position literally unlike any other.  Be proud of yourself Mitch, you're stronger than you think."  Again all he could do is nod.  On this ending note she spoke passionately, "now you can find out what you believe in, and never forget whom you're fighting for.  Do it for your people."  

Drestique curled into jumping position and gracefully bounded up into the tree, leaving nothing behind but a very confused young man and a teardrop.
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"She does that sometimes.  Hates it when people see her cry," Kalína whispered.  She approached Mitch and put her hand on his shoulder to lead his egg out of the room.  They whisked down the hallway.  


"She cried?" Mitch asked.


"Tears of joy I think.  She's worked so hard on the whole vanguard project that it must feel amazing for her to get past the most crucial point."


"She's not scared I'm going to die?"


"Are you?"


"Absolutely.  I have been from the moment I woke up in the egg."


"We all die eventually, I suppose.  You won’t die on my watch though, I swear to you.” 

The elevator cascaded back into the sterile part building.  Mitch watched as the world outside the glass pod quickly became a blur again, and he zoned out thinking about how his life was doing the same thing.

"Excited?" Kalína poked at Mitch. 

"Huh?"  He was annoyed at her attempts to get back on his good side with small talk.  Yet, now that he's going to be a part of her squad until death did them part, he might as well try to accept her for who she really is.

"Are you excited about everything?  This is a huge deal for both of our races.  I've been waiting four years for everything to come together, and I couldn't have asked for a better partner," she smiled cozily at Mitch, and her active ears perked up slightly.  He would have to get used to that.

"Yeah, but I'm still scared.  I don't even have a remote idea of what's in store for me.  Do you know how daunting that is?  Did they just yank you out of the middle of your life like this too?"


"Well…  In a way.  Barrine citizens are expected to enlist at some point in our lives in case we ever go to war with the other species we have to keep tabs on.  But I wanted more than what I was getting in my life, apart from all the mundane rigor that went on day after day in the city-ship.  I needed something different, something more.  I visited a recruiting office one day to see if I could enlist early, and that was when they approached me with the opportunity to be a part of this project.  They called it the "Power of Youth" theory, and it was deemed top secret.  I didn't have much to hold onto, so it was a golden opportunity.  That's how I got started really.  Few weeks later I was sent to the arboretum and Drestique gave me the same offer as you. I was assigned as the first member of our squad, and then sent on my first mission.  You."

"What about your family though?  How did you get to see them over the four years?" asked Mitch.

"I didn't.  What I told you about my family was true for the most part; my father was a drunkard and my mother worked too hard.  While I was on the mission I didn’t really think about them too much, except for when I got a message one day when I was on Earth about my mom passing away.  Remember when I was upset about my cat dying?"  Mitch nodded vaguely.  "Well, that was the day I got the news, and since I didn't exist in the real world anymore, my father kind of faded away.  But you're a different story.  You’ll get to be with your family soon enough.  Also, just imagine how proud they will be years later when they find out you brought Earth into the GAN.  It will be the most important step in humanity's history and you made the decision.  You will get to lead your people to a new future.  That's big time.  Oh, and if you want my opinion, that would make any great NFL career look insubstantial."  

Mitch hadn't even noticed that the elevator was at rest, because his head was swimming with so many questions that needed to be answered.  
 

"Where are we now?" he asked.


"The hangar.  Just have to catch a quick flight to the barracks and were as good as home."


Home for you, Mitch thought.  
“You should be able to walk now.  Leave the egg here,” she stepped out of her egg first and helped Mitch out of his.  He was wobbly, but found his footing quickly.  The two of them crisscrossed their way between sleek looking machines too complicated for Mitch to guess about.  Endless rows of them lined the huge expanse, and the hangar itself was built with beautifully geometric framework along the walls and on the ceiling.  


They stopped at a craft that appeared to be particularly more decked out than the others.  The shape was even different from the others, resembling a donut with a bubble cockpit in the middle of the ring.  It had strange, devilish gun barrels that looked like fangs underneath the cockpit and black missiles loaded by the dozen in a transparent fuselage by the guns.  


"Here's my baby," Kalína crooned as she slid her fingers along one of the sharp, swept back wings.  "She's a fighter.  Has a little nastier bite than those station wagons back there," she gestured to the bloated ships they passed earlier.  "It seats two, hop in!"

"Wait, this is yours?" asked Mitch in awe.


"Yup!  Haven't flown in four years though, I've missed her like no other."  Kalína intimately ran her fingers under the wings.

"Don't you think you'll be a little rusty?" Mitch grew nervous.


"Just because I didn't drive on Earth doesn't mean…" Her eyes narrowed.  She was ready to pounce.

"No, I trust you!" Mitch shut his mouth before something he'd regret trampled out.  


"You've challenged the wrong woman, Kroy.  Get in." Mitch feebly followed her lead as she ascended into the cockpit along a series of hidden steps by the wing.  Once inside, she gave him a helmet to put on and closed the transparent case around them.

"All saddled up, little boy?"


"Yes ma'am," he responded quietly.  


"Just don't puke," Kalína inputted a complicated series of pushes, slides and rotations on a holographic interface that appeared in front of her to start the engine.  An engine screamed to a start and the outside of the ring began to glow a peculiar black light.  Mitch felt the ship jerk off the ground, and he slowly gained a view over the entire hangar.  There must have been upwards of a thousand ships within the walls, all organized in identical rows.  


Suddenly, the engine roared and the light was direct behind them.  Mitch's body punched the seat and he lost his breath.  He could hear jubilant squeals coming from in front of him as they accelerated towards one end of the hangar, which had just started to open.  The familiar fireflies pranced into his vision once again as his body pressed harder and harder against the seat for every moment that passed.  All of a sudden, his world twirled.  Barrel rolls.  It took all he was worth not to throw up on himself, but he managed to hold it in until they shot out of the tight opening into broad daylight.  Kalína eased off the throttle.

She rotated around to her green-faced passenger.  Mitch’s head bobbed, and she laughed to herself as she pulled the nose of the fighter straight up and accelerated once more into space.  Mitch hoped he could find a small measure of peace there.

Their destination was on the next planet over, a much smaller blue and green sphere with quite a bit of traffic darting around the atmosphere.  Though it was incredible to see the planet, what was most impressive was space itself.  There, just outside his window, was a view into infinity of everything there was to see.  Stars in every direction, nothing every direction.  It was stirring to think that what was once every kid's dream, to be an astronaut and venture into the heavens, was now so run-of-the-mill.  Maybe it wasn’t such a bad deal after all.

He lost himself in the new sensations.  The zero gravity made him nearly giddy, and he completely lost track of time from the stillness of the ship as it drifted smoothly towards the new planet.  Minutes turned into seconds, and soon they hit the new atmosphere.  

The building they were seeking was nestled in a mountainous bowl, surrounded on all sides by peaks that ascended into the clouds.  Although the jagged landscape at first dwarfed the tower, Mitch soon found out how massive it was.


"The barracks, your new estate," Kalína said with a thumbs up.  


"It's big," Mitch muttered. 

"I can't put a number on it right now, but I'll tell you that it’s bigger than anything on Barrē, my home planet.  And that's counting what you can see!  There's a whole network of storerooms and reservoirs underground.  Not to mention, it has the first ever Ergonium alloy structural skeleton, and it was built completely by machines.  I can say with pride and prejudice that this is the most advanced building in the galaxy.  It's practically impervious to attacks, all of the surrounding mountains have shield generators that connect to those on the roof and seal the building off from above.  And of course ground forces would be… Ill-advised."

Kalína maneuvered the ship into another hangar that was near the top of the fortress.  Mitch once again feasted his eyes on an impossibly large bay filled to the gills with ships.  The majority this time were fighters and larger ships that Mitch guessed were bombers and gunships. 

Once the ship was landed, Mitch clambered out to the smooth surface of the metal floor and stretched.  He was steadily getting his strength back.

Kalína lead the way out of the hangar into another lengthy corridor, then down to the end where a set of elevators waited.  One was enamored with a frosty white arrow pointing both left and right, the other up and down.  


"Up first or across first?" Kalína asked.


Mitch shrugged.  "Just get me to a bed."  They went vertically.


The final elevator brought them to another unexpected destination.  Where Mitch expected impersonal repetition, he saw instead the hallway of a modern luxury hotel with snowy white carpet and walls, paired with a contrasting black ceiling salted with tiny lights that mimicked stars, and minimalistic furniture in obscure places.  There were lights hung from the ceiling that held within them pastel white flames that lit the hall.  Large slabs of thick frosted glass lined the right side of the hallway.  Mitch's door had a golden plaque in the middle that read "445".  Kalína turned the cool brass and led Mitch into the room.  

Inside was quaint and a polar opposite of the hallway’s theme.  There was a small bed with black velvet blankets and ironed feather pillows.  Next to the bed squatted a small cherry wood nightstand with a lamp on top that was designed in the shape of a stag standing on a mountain peak- identical to the one he owned back home.  The walls appeared to be made from real planks of wood and there was a sleek, one bladed fan on the ceiling that proved to be the only hint of modernity.  His little cabin was snug and comfortably warm.  Even the floor was covered with a shaggy carpet.  It was perfectly suitable to Mitch's taste.

"I was in charge of arranging your room.  I tried to make it as cozy and…  Homey as possible." Kalína remarked warmly.


"Was it ever a question that I would say yes this far?  To get to this point?" Mitch placed his hands in the hoodie pouch and looked down.  He didn't get an answer.  How much more of his future is already set in stone?  "Well I like it.  Thanks."

"Yeah.  I'm just down the hall if you need me."  Mitch walked her to the door.  "Um-" she stopped him.


"What's up?"


Kalína paused to catch his glance and let him know she meant what she was going to say.  "I'm glad you're here.  Really.  I hardly expected you to even function under the circumstances, and it's a miracle you're going on with this.  You have guts I'll give you that.  But I promise it's an investment that will pay you back as-" 


"I get it." he cut her off.


"Good.  You're going to have to from now on," she firmly placed a hand on his shoulder for good measure.  She said, "Because I'm not going to say thank you anymore," and retreated down the hall.


Mitch closed the door behind her and shuffled over to his bed.  He had nothing to do but to sleep yet his mind was still preoccupied.  He grunted at the fan, "Smells like coffee.  How'd you know I like coffee?  You’re an alien!" She's not my friend.  I don’t have any of those right now.  This will only be for a little while, and then I can leave.  She can call me a crack job for going to the authorities, but I can still go home.  Whenever soon comes.  Just do what they say.  Follow directions, do what they say, and nobody gets hurt.

He closed his heavy eyes.  His breathing slowed and his body relaxed completely.  Sleep finally overwhelmed his weary conscience.  Sleep that was precious and sweet.  Sleep that took him to yet another world.
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When he finally felt the boat brush upon the shore, the moon and thousands of twinkling stars had already replaced the sun.  Mitch climbed stiffly out of the boat and walked onto the beach.  After shuffling aimlessly through the sand, he reached a field of golden wheat.  Guided by moonlight, he walked through the endless field until he close to the apple tree.

Mitch said out loud, "Man, all that rowing made me tired."  He lay down flat on his back twenty steps away from the tree.  Gazing up at the stars, he occasionally saw white streaks dash across the sky.  They were absolutely beautiful and brought tears to his eyes.  He wiped them away with his sleeve, but on the last wipe a glint caught Mitch's eye.  He checked his watch: one minute 'til ten.  Yep, it's about time.  Mitch looked back up towards the sky to look for more shooting stars.  He saw a faint pink speckle right above him that twinkled spectacularly.  
The speckle matured into a dot, and soon became a blotch.  The pink object in the sky was growing at a very rapid rate and Mitch felt the air warming up around him.  There was suddenly a series of uncomfortably loud noises that consisted of a crackle, a resounding boom, and the roar of a tornado.  Mitch's vision was reduced to bright pink, orange, yellow, and red, and he felt as if he was going to melt.  
He made an attempt to stand up, but his body wouldn’t budge.  The stalks of wheat flattened around him, and Mitch closed his eyes to shield them from the ever-intensive light that was going to annihilate him.  The impact occurred, and his body went numb.  He saw blackness.  It was over.  The danger had passed.  Mitch opened his eyes to see if the steadfast apple tree survived, but all he saw was the counter-clockwise repetition of a single bladed fan.  It was ten o'clock the next morning.

Mitch started at the click of his door closing.  There was a pile of fresh clothing for him to put on at the foot of his bed.  His blinds were drawn, allowing the golden glow to trickle through and fall across his face.  He pulled the covers off of himself and spun his legs over the edge of the bed onto plush carpet.  What floor is this?  Not his…  Nor his room…  Oh. 

He sat there for a few minutes recollecting how his life has completely transformed within the time span of what he believes to be a day, and the dream he just roused from was evidence that he was back to true reality.  What used to be a dream was now his life, and he was part of the system.  Heavens knows what that meant, but he felt different already.  It's the kind of change you expect to feel every time your birthday comes around, but your age merely settles as a hollow title the next day.  He took in a long, deep breath and exhaled slowly.  Now the discreet aroma was a resemblance of “freshly snapped pine branch”.

He pulled off his hoodie and t-shirt and threw them to the floor by his shoes.  He was left standing in his boxers and black mid-calf socks.  He picked up the first fold of the pile of garments on his bed.  Along with the piece that he grabbed, the rest of the clothing followed.  Mitch held up the same black one-piece body suit that Kalína had on.  It resembled a wet suit and felt synthetic but looked to be sized for a five year old.  There were white hexagons on the hands and feet, and larger hexagons on the chest and back of the suit.  On each forearm, three black hexagons were lined up and slightly bulging from the suit. They were similarly sized to those on the hands and feet.  Lastly, he noticed the dark gray NTA printed on the stomach.  Assuming he was to put the suit on, Mitch stripped down and made an attempt. 

However, he immediately encountered a problem: there were no visible openings large enough to fit his whole body through.  The only hole was the neck of the suit, and it looked like it would be a snug fit for a softball.  Nonetheless, Mitch stripped down and attempted to finagle his way through the impossible hole.  


He started off by sticking his left foot in like a pants leg.  The first foot went in fine, but he already had taken up nearly all the space.  He tried the next leg hoping the hole would stretch, and it gave.  Wondering if it could cooperate any further, Mitch spread his legs.  The hole continued to widen as far as he took it.  He grabbed the opening and pulled it upwards.  The suit slowly inched up his body until it reached his pectoral muscles, at which point he slipped his arms through to feel for their respective slots.  The suit was stretching in every direction in ways that Mitch had never seen a fabric do so before.   


Once he snaked his arms and legs into their sleeves, he finished off the process by yanking the neck hole up to his throat.  The suit settled around his body and shaped into place perfectly.  The limbs fit snugly at the joints as well as the fingers and toes, but were flexible and comfortable.  The feet of the suit had hardened soles, and the toes were not rounded off.  The outline of his every individual toe could be seen as to add to the natural feeling of having bare feet.  

Mitch felt the suit begin to creep eerily along his body and seep into every crack, wrinkle, and crevice in his skin, literally molding itself to his body to the point of feeling like a new layer of skin.  


Mitch then watched as the white hexagons flickered and lit up.  He suddenly sensed a tingle make its way up his back as the suit moved slightly like a wave along his spine.  The tingle reached the neck hole and paused.  Mitch felt a tiny prick like a needle where the tingle stopped.  He then sensed a new internal tingle cascading down and throughout his body in every direction.  It seeped slowly through his chest and into his arms and legs like a cool adrenaline charge running through his veins.  At the tips of his fingers and toes it stopped.  Mitch saw that the hexagons on his forearms now lit up with tiny holographic screens that showed dials and various other measuring devices when his opposite hand drew near.  They began to register and change, showing measurements of his blood pressure, heart rate, blood cell counts, core body temperature, hydration percentage, and injury location. 

Mitch tried walking around the room with his new outfit and found it extremely light and comfortable.  He squatted down in a sumo wrestler’s position with the suit presenting no resistance or pressure even in his gentleman's area.  He tried a couple of jumping jacks that also felt natural.  Mitch then got down on one knee and executed some lunges.  

He was interrupted by a faint, drowned out sound in his left ear.  It sounded like someone trying to communicate with him under water at first, but grew clearer after every passing second.  It also sounded feminine and familiar.


"Mitch, do you read me?" the voice requested.


"Oh geez," Mitch mumbled out loud.  

"Excellent.  It's Kalína, I'm glad you found your suit and was curious enough to put it on.  Come down to my room, it's number 450.  I'll show you how it works."

"Okay I'll be there in a sec.  How are we talking by the way?" Mitch said as he looked around the room for the hidden speaker.

"It's part of the suit, I'll tell you when you get here."


"Okay," Mitch murmured.  He trotted over to the door enjoying the natural mobility the suit gave his feet.  Through the door he turned right, remaining at his trotting pace down the hall until he reached the golden plaque on the door labeled "450".  Mitch knocked twice on the glass and waited patiently.  Instead of the door opening, he heard Kalína's voice in his ear again telling him to come in.  The door was unlocked so he strutted right on in, quietly flaunting his fancy new suit.  


The room inside was very similar to Mitch's, with the exception of a much longer bed.  Kalína was sitting on the edge of her bed with her hands resting on crossed legs.  She was wearing the suit as well.  


"How did you sleep?" she asked politely.


"Like a rock once I could tell myself I wasn't asleep to begin with." 


"This is as real as it gets," she smiled at him.  Oddly enough, she didn't move her lips at all to tell him.  Mitch couldn't help but to laugh.


"Still a fantasy to me," the suit made a high pitched "BRRR" sound as he folded his arms.


"Just science.”  Kalína pulled a part of the suit off of her chest and snapped it back into place. “The business term for it is the "Hex7 ExoSkin Primary Suit", but we just call it ExoSkin.  It will be the base layer for that armor that you will receive later.  Now, as you can see, there are multiple white hexagons around the suit.  Those hexagons are called Polk’s, and are usually used for attaching armor and/or weapons to that area.  The six docks on your forearms are different, however.  They display your critical health statistics.  These stats show the various essential readings that will help determine your state of health."

"How the heck does it do that?" Mitch interrupted.


"Hold on, facts first.  We receive all of the prototypes for our armor and gear from the NTA, or Nano Technology Armories.  They are the leading developers in High end, High tech, and High quality combat armor.  Their entire facility is at the base of this building and is known only by those stationed at this base.  This ExoSkin is the newest and most advanced primary layer available, and so new that even I need to test it.  It's a brand new line of super responsive "Nano-Skins" that is the brainchild of the NTA.  They combined Nano-robots, which we call n-bots, with ultra elastic Nano-fibers called n-fibes in all of their suits.  The n-bots are positioned in the docks in closely-knit formations that are so small and so close together that they actually feel like a soft fabric.  

But the suit does much more than cover your skin.  Did you feel the tingle run up your spine when you first put it on?  That was the suit synching up with your body.  There is a seam running parallel with your spine that contains special n-bots called Bio n-bots.  When you felt the pinch at the bottom of your neck, the Bio n-bots were injected into your bloodstream.  Now, every thousandth of a second, the Bio n-bots take readings from your nervous, immune, cardiovascular systems, etc. and send the information to the central seam.”

“You said there wouldn’t be any more surgery,” Mitch appeared concerned.

“It’s just like getting a shot, there’s nothing serious that they could do to harm you.  Everything is beneficial.  Now, the seam is equivalent to a computer's hard drive.  It stores every bit of quantitative information that is sent to it and can save up to about 1100 years of data- so basically everything your body does until the moment you die while you wear the suit.

From the seam, all of the information can be shared through the docks to outside sources if needed.  But for easy viewing, the readings are displayed on the three docks on your left forearm and the other three on your right," she finished with poise.

"Okay that’s pretty sweet.  How is it transmitted again?  Through my nerves and stuff?" Mitch looked at his arms to try and visualize the process.

"Not necessarily, but that is how they take certain readings.  The information is sent through hyper-fast energy pulses from the Bio n-bots that register at the seam.  Then, the seam utilizes the n-fibes to transport the information to the docks and such.  They are like the wiring in a computer."


"So it's like I'm wearing a super-smart-computer-onesy?  Then how do the fibers stretch so far?"


"That is what NTA brought to the table with this new ExoSkin. They made the n-fibes extremely flexible by designing a system that allows them to communicate with each other.  They are able to autonomously separate and segment themselves when they are overly stressed without snapping like normal fabric.  All fabrics have a breaking point, even the most durable kinds.  The difference here is that the n-fibes can stretch to their breaking points and then separate into gaps too small to detect by the naked eye, then once the flexing is over, they communicate with each other through specific pulses to reconnect and return to their original shapes.  Oh, and there is another cool feature they installed," Kalína smiled and stood up.  She walked to the other side of the room, still facing Mitch.  "Let's say you left your armor back at your room because you're a rookie and still make mistakes like that.  And let's say I'm a bad guy who wants to spill your guts," her smile went away.  She reached behind her and slowly pulled an intricate dagger into view.  It was polished, double sided, and sharpened to a ferocious point.  "Now you're cornered without a weapon.  What are you supposed to do when there's nothing else to do?"  Mitch gulped.  It was only his second day on the job and he was already going to get iced.  

Mitch started, "I don't really-," Kalína cut him off mid word by lunging at him and letting out a war cry.  Mitch tensed up and flexed his abs expecting a sharp, burning pain in his gut.  Unfortunately, he let out a loud and embarrassing, "NUH!"

There was hardly any pressure, and he heard a metallic "clank" followed by Kalína's giggles.  Mitch looked down with huge eyes and saw her holding the dagger up against the ExoSkin.  He felt no pain and saw no blood.  He looked back up at Kalína who wielded a huge grin on her face.  Mitch gave her a stern push back onto the bed.

"Isn't that awesome?" she exclaimed and jumped right back up.  Mitch moaned in bewilderment.  "It happens so fast too!  The brain senses that you are going to be attacked and issues a 'fight or flight' response.  You probably felt the adrenaline surge.  The ExoSkin picks up on the signal and momentarily switches into a defensive mode.  Because you tensed your abs, the ExoSkin sensed that that would be the area of attack.  When the knife made contact with the ExoSkin, the n-fibes tightened up to create an impenetrable region that can stop most physical objects and small arms fire.  The ExoSkin doubles as a light armor.  Think about Kevlar with a brain!  Sweet, huh?" 

"NO!  Not sweet!" He pushed her back down and sat in a chair across the room to try and steady his escalating heart rate.  The cardiovascular chart looked like a rave concert on his forearm.

"Don't take it personally, I just had to show you how it works in a realistic situation.  Plus, you should have seen your face.  She started laughing as the next memory came to her clear as day.  "Almost as bad as when I scared you on your birthday."

"You're ridiculous, you know that?  Go easy on me I have major space lag.  And you still haven't told me how we were talking earlier."


"Oh, right.  I uploaded my critical information onto your Polk while you were asleep.  Sneaky, I know.  But now you can check your wrist docks to see my health stats and I can check yours as well.  We can also communicate on that walkie-talkie like system.  You basically just say to yourself that you want to talk to whomever and the brain impulse sent to your seam initiates the communication program.  It forms a connection between you and whoever you want to reach so you can communicate through just about anything up to as far as you need to.  And it also sounds like they are talking right in your ear because that's how the return pulses register in your brain.  It's how we will talk and look out for each other in the squad."


"Nice.  Just when I thought I wasn't going crazy, you put voices into my head.  Where is the squad by the way?  Aren't I the last one?"

"They're in the Loft.  We can go right now if you want, but we won't see the general until tonight, he's being debriefed by Drestique."


"Lead the way." Mitch replied.


"Follow me," she headed towards the door.  Once again, it was unlocked and they walked right through.  This troubled Mitch.


"You don't lock your doors?" he asked as they began a long stroll to the end of the hallway.


"Why?  I don't need to here.  I know I can trust everyone.  You should too now that you're on our side."  

"Alright.  It's just that back home wasn't so perfect," he went to put his hands in their pockets, but there were none.  That bothered him quite a bit.  

"I know.  It's pretty ritzy here, huh?  Humbling if anything.  But definitely safe."  She finished as they reached the elevator.  Kalína touched the door and it slid open silently.  They stepped in.  On one side of the elevator, a display on the glass illuminated to show seven hexagons stacked on top of each other.  Kalína touched the fourth one up from the bottom, bringing it into plain view.  A zoomed-in image of the hexagon showed a glowing red dot at one of its vertexes.  Kalína pointed at the dot, "We are here, at the dot.  We want to get to the Loft, which is in the middle.  Press in the middle of the level."  

Mitch did so and saw a smaller hexagon light up in the middle of the larger one.  It had a faint, green glow to it, and the word LOFT lit up in the middle.  


"Touch it again," Kalína said softly.  Mitch touched inside the smaller shape.  When he pulled his hand away, a golden dot dissolved into view where his finger touched.  The elevator began to slide horizontally and Mitch watched as the red dot slowly moved towards the gold dot.  The ride was incredibly smooth just as the one before, there were no bumps or unpleasant grinding gears.  Slowly the dots neared each other.  Apprehension befell him.

"How many people are in the squad again?"


"Five including you and me."


"Okay.  I hate meeting new people."  He began tapping his foot and he folded his arms.  The suit made a loud “BRR” again when the fibers rubbed together.  Kalína chuckled.


"I know.  We planned for that too," she said with a smirk.

The red dot was now on top of the gold dot.  A soft, feminine voice from above called out "Loft".  Mitch felt his heart jump.  Kalína touched the door and it slid open as silent as before.  They walked out into a massive room buzzing with ambient conversation.  


Kalína spoke out, "Hey where are you guys?" as her eyes danced across the room.  The noise attracted the attention of a group of Barrines near the elevator.  Their cease of conversation caused a chain reaction that quieted other conversations around them.  Once the voices were softened, heads turned to see the new creature entering the room.  Mitch felt the burning of a hundred stares bore into him as he stood their helpless.  Slowly the curiosity faded and topics were resumed, but Mitch felt fully isolated.  Some looks contained indifference and others held discomfort.  He was a science experiment, a pariah.  Every set of Barrine eyes he came into contact with reminded him that he was exotic, and more disturbingly, that he was far from his home’s security.  

Kalína’s head snapped to the left and she browsed a section of individuals with her narrowed emerald eyes.  A smile came to her face and she spoke again, "Alright I see you.  We'll be right over."  She grabbed Mitch's hand and led him to the spot, his heart rate ever increasing.  As they wound through the Barrine soldiers, Mitch noticed they wore thick armor that looked decisively intimidating.  Perhaps he would be wearing the same suit very soon.  

Kalína stopped at a table and Mitch heard a low, hoarse rumble that made a crescendo to sheer joy, "Mmmmmmmitch!"  Mitch looked straight ahead to an intimidating sight.  A lizard-like creature stood up on two legs with muscular arms spread wide.  Two large, yellow eyes with diamond pupils were focused on Mitch and did not blink.  A very large mouth that looked like it could fit around a soccer ball was open in a toothy smile from ear hole to ear hole.  

"Hey," Mitch muttered with fear abundant in his voice.  


"Guess who!" the lizard creature yelled through his deadly arsenal of razors.  Mitch looked over at Kalína for help but she merely smiled back.  The lizard held out a fist in front of himself.  Mitch looked at the fist for a few seconds, not sure of what to do.  Is he going to drop something?  After a few moments, the lizard man uttered five magic words, "Don't leave me hangin' bro-siedon!" 

Mitch registered the phrase right away and his jaw dropped.  Only three people have heard that term before.  Could it be?  Mitch felt his heart jump up and get stuck in his throat, but he was able to push out, "Clayton?"

"Nailed it!  But seriously, don't leave me hangin'."  Mitch held his fist up in front of Clayton's and gave it a pound.  Both stood staring at each other for quite some time until the proposed Clayton jumped forward and grabbed onto his buddy.  Behind him, another lizard man of similar build and stature stood up and placed himself next to Mitch. 


"Gentlemen, let us not forget the life of the party!" he said as he too opened up his muscular arms.  

Mitch felt his jaw drop once more.  "Josh!" he yelled.


"Yezzir!" Josh said with a slight lisp as a forked tongue lashed the air.  Mitch jumped at Josh now, who caught him in mid air and returned a bear hug.  


Mitch began to stammer with amazement, "How di-…  Why are you-…  You guys too?"  

Clayton responded first, "Easy bro, easy.  I'll start off with the basics.  Yes, we are brothers.  Josh's real name is Jauhsíah d'Artus and my real name is Clawtus d'Artus.  We found Clayton and Josh to be a bit more American, so we made the change.  After a while we realized how quick and easy the are to say so that's what we go by in the squad now also."

Josh broke in, "And like Kali, we were assigned to befriend you and make sure you stayed safe before you were chosen.  It was our first mission for the squad.  Turns out you're a total bro and we actually love you!  At first we thought it would be awkward being a human and all, but then it turned out to not be so bad."

Clayton resumed, "Yeah it was pretty weird at first, but we got used to it.  Then once we became best friends," he jabbed Josh for the mistake,  "it was super chill.  Pretty fun actually!"


Now Kalína chimed in, "Clayton and Josh were picked after me so they joined the mission later.  Syrena just joined about a month ago so she still needs to complete her first mission.  You two will most likely do that together so we can get started with competitions.  Where is Syrena anyways?" she asked Josh and Clayton.

"Flusher.  She left right before you got here." Clayton remarked.  

"Alright, we can wait for her.  Do you have any more questions Mitch?" Kalína asked.


Mitch was speechless.  Clayton and Josh’s stories matched up with Kalína’s, so it must be true.  Now, all three of his old best friends were here with him.  They have catered to his needs brilliantly so far, apart from stealing him away from Earth so brashly.  But that's how zoo's work too, and right now he was the most exotic exhibit they had.

"Who else do I know here?  Did you kidnap my sister too?"


Someone approached the group behind Kalína.  Mitch watched her approach from the other side of the table and made little effort to conceal his notice.  Underneath the ExoSkin, she had the same body type as a human, two legs, two arms, and…  Definitely female.  But her face had very abstract features the made her almost resemble a fox.  A jet-black fur coat covered her face and body.  Mitch could tell she was shorter than Kalína at the top of her head, but her sprightly ears gave her an extra three inches.  She also had an elegant tail that seemed to have a mind of its own as it whipped back and forth behind her.  Mitch looked back up to her face and could tell that she had been staring at him the whole time as well.  His troublesome gaze shot away quickly.  Awesome.  I haven't even met her yet and I get caught doing a body check.  Keep up the great first impressions, Mitch.

"Ayy, what's up chica?" Clayton hollered.  "Everything come out alright?" he laughed at his own joke with Josh.


"Oh hardy-har," Syrena mocked.  She focused her stunningly golden eyes on Mitch who had brought his attention back to the table.  "You must be Mitch, I'm Syrena.  It's nice to meet you, I've never seen a human before."  

"Yep that's me, it's nice to meet you to.  So this is the whole squad, huh?" he asked generally.


Clayton answered him, "Yep.  Two dinosaurs, a human, an elf, and a foxy lady.  Oops! I meant a fox lady…" he corrected himself sarcastically and winked at Syrena who rolled her eyes.

Josh broke in, "I see what you did there, brah!" he gave Clayton a low five.  


"Why did we have to be paired up with these stiches?" Syrena asked Kalína who merely shrugged.  

"Cause we're the mutt squad, baby!" Clayton said with mock pride.  Syrena made an exasperated sigh and crossed her arms.  

"Mitch you don’t have everyone's information.  Come synch up with him, guys." Kalína said.  


"I want to go first!" Clayton yelled as he shoved Josh and Syrena away from the table.  He placed his hand within the Polk on Mitch's chest and made a connection.  Mitch felt a short vibration and then it was done.  Josh then did the same and Syrena followed after.  

"Now that were all familiar with each other, what's on the agenda for today?" Josh asked the group.  


Kalína answered first, "Well I was going to get in touch with Pol and find out what time he can come meet Mitch.  You guys can go to the field or something if you want.  We seriously have nothing else to do today.  Everything is still getting their final checks and preps."

"Alright, you go chat with Pol and I'll take the kids to the playground," Clayton said.


"Be good," Kalína waved as she walked off.

"Shall we?" Clayton pointed one of his four thick fingers up towards the ceiling.


"We shall!" Josh replied with delight.  The group of four walked as a unit to the elevator, and so a unit they became.
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The elevator arrived at roof level, bringing to view a gorgeous visual of clear, blue skies outlining the impenetrable mountains that projected forever into the sky.  Two faint, watercolor moons could be seen hanging in the sky like God’s own vigilant eyes.  Mitch hadn't noticed them on his flight to the base so they were a delightful surprise.  As amazing as the world around him was, what lay beneath his feet proved to be even more impressive. With the exception of a single ancient tree in the middle, the whole plain was covered with manicured, picturesque green grass that was as flat as a table.  It was simply perfect.

Next to the elevator was a rack that held various metal rings, staffs, balls, and aerodynamic objects.  Clayton walked over and grabbed a ring and two staffs.  


"Leggo," he remarked as he twirled the metal disc around his finger.  The four of them walked to a portion of uninhabited grass where they could set up their field.  Clayton shoved a staff into the ground that in turn sent out a red laser in two opposite directions.  He then trotted out fifty yards in the direction perpendicular to the laser and shoved in the other staff.  They had their end zones.  Clayton walked back to the group with the ring in his hand.  "Now, Mitch.  In my hand I behold a Light Disk.  'Why is it called a light disk' you ask?  Oh!  Why, let me show you curious fellow."  He held the disk up to his chest for a moment, placing it on the Polk.  A plane of light shot from the outside of the ring to the middle and formed a sheet of light across the circumference.  "Viola!"  It actually resembled a CD more than anything.  "And it’s not very heavy either."  He gave Light Disc to Mitch who then tossed it up in the air to see how it reacted.  The disk hummed when it fell and caught the air slightly.  “The game is essentially Ultimate Frisbee with this thing, and we get to run and tackle each other.  Because we’re tough like that.”

Clayton and Syrena were on a team against Josh and Mitch.  Clayton started off with the disk at one end zone, and prepared to throw it.  He yelled out, "Remember, Mitch old boy, I'm on the other team now!"

"I’ve taken note," Mitch mumbled back.  Clayton began a running start and let forth a frightening roar that Mitch could feel rumble in his sternum.  Syrena got onto all fours and flew down the field.  Clayton then torqued and rotated, releasing the disk at a dangerously high speed.  Mitch could hear it hum through the air as Josh caught it and began to run for the end zone with much better acceleration than what he could achieve in his human body.  Mitch ran alongside him to offer support when Josh needed to make a pass. 

Clayton was in a dead sprint for Josh, and they looked like they would soon have an explosive collision.  Josh looked over at Mitch who held his hands up, ready to receive a pass.  Josh hauled the disk at Mitch just before being taken to the ground by his brother.  Mitch caught it sternly, and embraced the open field.  He dashed for the end zone that and felt pride well up in his chest.  But that pride was quickly extinguished when he felt his legs fly out from under him, taking him to the lawn face first.  


Syrena landed on top of him, now holding the disk.  It was eerie how silent and quick her approach came; Mitch didn't see it coming at all.


 "I thought you do this kind of thing for a living," Syrena asked while kneeling over her victim.  She stood up and threw the disk to Clayton who was only a step ahead of Josh.  Her perfect placement led him into the end zone where he made a diving catch to score.  When he stood up, he let out a high pitched "Yah!" and executed a goofy celebration dance.  Syrena jogged over to join him.  


Josh gave Mitch an apathetic pat on the chest and walked over to their new starting location.  After a quick rest, Clayton asked if they were ready and received yes for an answer.  Again he got a running start, roared, and released the disk at a wicked speed.  This time however, it made a beeline at Mitch.  He could hear the hiss gradually become louder until it reached his hands. Luckily, it didn't sting as much as he had anticipated.  Mitch was ready; he had done this before countless times.  The ball was in his hands, and there was no time for showboating.  He fell into his old running back focus, where the single goal of making it to the end zone without getting crushed was broadcasted across his brain and throughout his body.  Time slowed down as he began his sprint down the field, watching as Clayton the freight train come barreling towards him.  

What to do?  Think like the defender.  I should pass it now, right?  Mitch reared back to throw the disk down field, causing Clayton to jump superman style through the air.  At the last crucial moment, Mitch held his throw and pulled his arm back with Clayton clawing the empty space he left behind.  Easy money.  Come and get me Syrena.  Mitch accelerated up the field, focused on Syrena who was guarding Josh closely.  From the angle he had, Mitch could make a dash for the end zone easily unless Syrena made a final attempt to stop him.  Like clockwork, she left Josh to make an effort at Mitch.  This left Josh wide open, and Mitch made an easy lob over her into friendly hands.  They scored.

Now jubilant, Josh danced around the laser lines waving the Light Disk above his head.  Mitch cheered and fist pumped with gusto.  As a final celebration move, Josh tossed the disk high up into the air.  It stayed up for a good ten seconds and drifted away from the playing field due to the high altitude winds.  Mitch began a trot over to where he anticipated it would land.  Three faint crackles went off in the sky above them, like distant fireworks celebrating their point.  Wanting to see what made the sound, Mitch looked up and found ten small black dots floating across the sky.  That’s pretty formal for a small game like this.

The disk began its descent back to the field.  As it neared the ground, a steadily increasing brrrrrsshhh accompanied it.  The disk landed, and the ground erupted as three huge explosions went off on the field.  

The blast knocked Mitch to the ground.  He was deafened and his vision became blurred.  He could smell smoke, and a sharp taste of metal trickled into his mouth.  He slowly got back to his feet, and when he did, he saw that three huge craters were now in the middle of the field where he stood just moments before.  Mitch's heart jumped into his throat as he realized he should have been disintegrated.  But, by what?  A minefield in the middle of a recreation facility?  It didn’t make sense.  He located his mates and ran to check on them.

His ears were ringing, but he managed to hear a muted Josh yell out, "We're being attacked!  Get to battle stations and someone send out a siege alarm!"   


Mitch asked Josh with panic in his voice, "What's happening man?  What are we supposed to do?"


"We're under attack, it’s an air raid.  Probably the Krine, go get in that turret over there and light 'em up!" Josh commanded.


“I-I- can’t!  What do I do?”


“Just get there and find out!”


Mitch cursed and ran to the nearest structure on the outer rim of the field.  The turret had a spherical cockpit and two long gun barrels of different sizes, one on each side.  Mitch found the hatch on the bottom and crawled inside.  Two hexagonal pads popped up on his left and right that resembled those on his forearms.  He placed his hands on the pads by impulse and felt the docks on his palms connect with the pads.  A HUD popped up in front of his face with crosshairs and other various measurements.  Mitch had no idea how to control the turret, but he rotated his head upwards to get a better look at the ships and find out how much time he had to buy.  The turret rotated in the direction he was looking, so his body was now facing upwards.  The HUD also followed in front of his face, and wherever he looked he saw crosshairs.  By now, another volley of cannon fire had exploded on the field leaving five new craters.  More ships were shooting.  The concussion blast hit Mitch hard and rattled the turret.  The explosions were tremendously loud and left his ears ringing after every wave.  Mitch looked out to the field and saw figures flooding onto the field, heading towards the turrets and shield generators.  


Josh's voice boomed in his ear, "Open fire, open fire!  We have to hold them off until we can launch our air support.  Mitch, get your shield up!"  Mitch looked over to the other turrets nearby and saw that they had blue honeycomb sheets surrounding their structures.  Their guns were filling the skies with what looked like blue fire coming out of one barrel followed by a succession of red tinted rounds.  This smaller round resembled a minigun, spitting out about fifty rounds a second while making a ferocious buzzing noise.  In the other barrel, periodic shots that were much larger exploded out of the barrel.  They kicked out a bright orange flame and caused the barrel to recoil considerably.  Mitch looked back up to the sky to see a thick mass of black dots heading in his direction.  The pirates had launched smaller, fighter aircraft that were shaped like arrowheads.  

"Swarmers!" Clayton stressed over the communication link.  More crackling erupted as they peppered the field, picking off a few stragglers in the open.  Time was getting more costly by every passing moment.

"How do I get my shield up?" Mitch shouted back at Josh.  Right when he said shield, he heard a Woosh and he was immediately encased in the blue honeycomb bubble.  "Never mind, got it," he said with relief.  It was quieter in the shield, the explosions from a third volley were numbed out and he didn't feel the air burst from the shockwave.  One of the larger shots hit its mark nearby and annihilated another turret sending the structure up in a thick, blue flame.  

Mitch figured he needed to shoot sometime soon, so he thought about what made the shields start up.  How do I get my shield? He thought again to himself.  Oh!  It's cause I said shield.  How about…  Gun?  Nothing happened.  What about…  Shoot?  The left barrel began to rotate and was soon humming.  It then proceeded to project a blue flame and produce the loud buzzing sound.  The white rounds screamed out of the barrel and remained in a tight grouping as they ascended into the deep blue.  The larger cannon followed shortly with its round that shook the turret violently.  It was still very loud, even through the shield.  

Stop!  Mitch thought to himself.  The guns quit firing and cooled down.  Mitch looked out into the sky to find an enemy aircraft and saw a fighter closing in on a soldier who got caught in the middle of the field.  He was making a mad sprint for his life towards either an exit, turret, or shield generator- Mitch couldn’t tell.  Mitch trained his crosshairs on the arrowhead fighter and a small red hexagon popped up around the aircraft.  Mitch thought shoot, and the cannon on the right let loose a round that passed just behind the fighter.  The minigun started up moments later and peppered the space behind the aircraft as well.  Mitch adjusted the crosshair to compensate just as the fighter began to strafe the ground with its machine guns.  


Mitch's machine gun caught up to the enemy fighter and began tearing away the back part of the craft.  The heavy cannon then fired a round that introduced itself to the cockpit of the drone, reducing it to a glorious ball of scarlet fire.  The man on the ground dove away from the falling wreckage, narrowly escaping the debris.  Mitch commanded the guns to stop firing and rotated the turret back up to the sky to search for more enemies.  The HUD automatically located the two closest fighters that had begun to dive down at his turret.  Mitch opened fire on the fighter on the left and the smaller rounds caught a wing and sent it down past the edge of the roof to a mountainous grave.  He heard a pitter- patter on the shield as it deflected bullets coming from the other fighter. It was now only tens of feet away and Mitch didn't have enough time to readjust his cross hairs to defend himself.  This is it.  This is how I die.  Sorry for being a rookie, guys.  I really wasn't cut out for it after all.

A sudden, white streak from the right side of Mitch splintered into existence and slammed into the fighter, completely obliterating it in a mix of blue and scarlet flame.  A sleek and edgy, black craft with swept wings and a red "GAN" painted on the underside blazed by his turret, the engine sounding like a Harley only a few feet away from his ear.  A few smoldering parts hit the shield but merely bounced off, Mitch was safe.  

"Yes, yes, yes!  Fighters!"  Mitch heard Syrena call out.  Swarms of black GAN fighters now filled the sky, chasing down the pirate drones.  

"Just a few more seconds, guys!"  Josh's voice was strained; he must have been getting pounded.  Mitch glanced out into the mountains to see the blue honeycomb shield system spread to the building from the camouflaged bunkers in the rock.  The building's shield was initiated and encased the roof, branching out to meet the other portions of the incoming blue ceiling.


Mitch cooled his guns down and watched as the fighters took down the enemy with precision, eliminating them quickly and flawlessly.  He was no longer needed, the fight was out of his reach and he would only be an obstacle compared to what the GAN pilots could do.  After making the drones look like child's play, the fighters pursued the larger frigates that still lingered in the sky.  

Six of the ten frigates were brought down before the pirates issued a retreat.  The remaining ships had been crippled, but they managed to escape through the atmosphere without being shot down.  

When the crackling and explosions left the air, the fighters returned to the hidden airstrip under the roof.

Mitch struggled to power down his shield, but he eventually figured out the correct combination of thoughts to take it down.  He pulled his hands away from the pads and disconnected his back from the seat.  He climbed down the turret and stood underneath it for a minute, catching his breath and calming his nerves.  Clayton, Josh and Syrena were all walking over to Mitch's station.  


"Hey, you’re still alive!" Josh said with a friendly punch to Mitch's shoulder.  Kalína had made it up to the roof and joined them, holding a small helmet in her left hand.  


"How were the skies?" Syrena asked. 


"Too easy.  I don’t think we lost a single pilot.  Nice shooting out there Mitch, I saw you almost had three.  Sorry I intervened. "

"That was you who took out that second one?  He was about to suicide bomb me.  Thanks," Mitch bowed.


"Yeah, yeah, you owe me now.  I'm just glad you are all safe," Kalína said to the group as a whole.  

"So what the heck was that?  And why did they attack us?" Mitch asked.


Clayton answered, "Oh, it had to be the mutineers.  The Krine.  Sometimes they send out big raids on weapon caches or major Barrine planets.  They've been getting strong lately. I heard that they’re pressing about us catching a spy!  Didn't you hear about that Josh?"

"Yeah, it’s a rumor.  But you know how radical Krine talk can be, so who knows what they're up to.  I just can't wait to get out in the field and wring their scrawny little necks.  I wonder what they look like!"


"Classified for now," Clayton responded.  "Probably ugly as hell though.”  
Kalína broke in, “Mitch, the Krine are the most significant mutineers that we have to watch out for.  They are why you were brought here in the first place.”

"Oh I see." Mitch nodded his head and looked to the floor. The Krine, Krine, Krine…  He repeated the name in his head.  Bad, bad, bad.

"Now why don't we grab some drinks?” Kalína offered.  “Pol is done with testing for the day.  And he's excited to see everyone together.”

"Let's do it.  Clayton thirsty," Clayton whined.  The squad, at full force once again, headed back down to the Loft to cool off and give Mitch a chance to regain his composure.
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"So, you mean to tell me he took down three Swarmers?  On his first official day without any training either!  Marvelous." the quick-speaking bartender made an aside to Josh.  He was quick, mahogany colored alien with black, slanted eyes and smooth skin, definitely not Barrine.

"Yeah he's the one. Come on Marlo, give him one on the house," Josh pleaded for Mitch.

"One?  Ha!  He’s got the whole day on the house!  What can I start you off with big guy?" 


"Well, I don’t really know…  What do you have?" Mitch inquired.  

"Oh, right.  Well, here at the bar we have literally everything.  If you want your good ol' H2O, I got it.  If you want an ethanol shot, you're covered.  If you want a Sathura fruit smoothie with Tumplup juice and Rocean Lily sprinkles, heck I have that too." Marlo explained.


"Well, how about a Coke?" Mitch asked shyly, not wanting to ask for too much.

“Give him a glass Hsilian Root fizzle,” Kalína translated.


"Ah, staying domestic I see.  One Hsilian coming up!" Marlo replied enthusiastically.  He brought up a hose and nozzle from underneath the bar and held it out to Mitch.  "Universal Beverage Coordinator," he commented.  He then pressed a complex combination of buttons on the head of the nozzle.  He grabbed a glass from the shelf behind him and placed it under the hose.  The nozzle beeped once and sure enough, a brown, carbonated liquid filled the glass.  Marlo slid the glass to Mitch who was cautious to take a sip.  

He put his lips on the drink and angled the glass back, the refreshing bubbles tickling his tongue.  It was soothing to his throat as it went down, and the taste was uncannily similar, if not more refined.  How interesting.  

"Thank you,” Mitch was stunned.

"Hey, no problem kiddo.”  He then took the orders for everyone else in the squad.  


All in all, Syrena's drink was the most interesting.  It was the same color as a glacier and had a soft, luminescent glow to it.  She let Mitch try some and it tasted like spearmint, but followed up with a sweet cotton candy aftertaste.  It also made Mitch's head buzz a little after he drank it.  


Mitch saw Kalína perk up, and she rotated around to face the crowd.  While she was scanning for someone, she said out loud, "Yeah, were at the bar."  She turned back around and announced to everyone that Pol was coming over.  


A figure with tidy, short-cropped hair and tan colored skin was walking in their direction.  The person they called Pol was neither lizard nor Barrine.  Pol was a human.  He stood at six and a half feet with a lean and muscular frame.  He had a scruffy beard that was beginning to gray and steel eyes that held power as they scanned the group, eventually coming to rest on Mitch.  He smiled, showing off prized dimples and very white teeth.

He bellowed with a naturally gruff voice, "Hello son, I'm Pol.  Charmed to see a human again.  I heard about your escapade!  I’m glad you were able to adapt to the situation like you did.  That type of behavior isn't expected until after nine weeks of training.  So, I see it to be useless for you to undergo those nine weeks and we might as well count today as your first mission, seeing as you passed the test with flying colors.  That is, you survived.  And the rest of you as well!  Congratulations.  I'm thrilled.  But, I am even more delighted to announce that the second phase of training starts tomorrow.  Young men and women, you have given me so much confidence in your aptitude that I in fact," he toned down to a whisper.  "That I reserved four hours on the combat floor so we can break off and undergo training in private-- away from the other two squads.  Just because we’re a mutt squad doesn’t mean we have to fight like it.  Oh, what time is it.  Seven thirty already?  I need to get to bed.  But first," Pol held up a finger in the air as he smiled at the group.  Marlo was at attention in no time at all.  "Marlo, could you get this old man a Skull Splitter?  Much appreciated."  Marlo only had to press two buttons to produce this drink, and he poured it into a smaller glass.  He slid it to Mitch.  Pol whisked it away and held it up to the group for a toast.  "To unity and victory," he declared and winked at the young man who lost his drink.  They all clanked their glasses and took sips.  

Pol's head flew backwards as if it had been punched.  When he came back to a normal position he hollered, "Oh Nancy, I’m alive!"  He slammed the small glass on the bar.  “Carry on.”  Pol stood up with his eyes closed and rubbed his throat, then strutted off through the crowd a little dizzier than when he arrived.  


"Alright, see you later," Kalína muttered.  

"A Skull Splitter, huh?” Mitch asked.

“It helps him sleep.”


“Well, he’s charismatic.”


"He has a lot on his mind right now, so he needs to cut loose for a bit.  It will be a different story tomorrow," Kalína said.  "Anyways, everything is technically crossed of the list for today.  I’m going to take Mitch back to the room, anyone else want to come back with us?" she asked.  The other three argued that it was still too early for them to head to bed, said they would rather stay out to talk.  "Suit yourselves.  Let's go, Mitch."


The two of them sifted through the crowd to the elevators.  Upon reaching the elevator, Mitch poked the door to open it.  He really enjoyed poking the automatic doors.  Mitch and Kalína slipped in one after the other, and she chose the destination.  The door slid to a close and killed the ambience of the conversation in the air.  It became brutally silent.  


“Where is he from?” Mitch asked.

“Who, Pol?  I never asked him.  He sounds British though doesn’t he?”

"That’s what I was thinking.”  The quietness settled in once more.  “Thanks again for saving my face out there today," Mitch mumbled.

"I'd do anything for that face, it's my job."  Mitch looked up to her and found her pondering his response. 

“A job?  So now you’re being paid to be my friend?”


“I was being charming.  Don’t be so stubborn about all of this.  Granted it may have been daunting at first meeting Drestique and seeing the future before your time, okay.  I understand.  But, you get to experience it all with your closest friends.  It didn’t have to be this way.  We dedicated four years of our lives to this mission so you could go through it smoothly in a few weeks, maybe longer if you’d like.  This was designed to be easy, but you’re making it impossible on yourself and the rest of us.  Grow up, Mitch.  Act like a self-aware organism and use that thing between your ears.  Deal with it.  You’re here, and there are things to be done.  The sooner that happens, the sooner you can go home to that very narrow lifestyle you once had.”

“I really was starting to warm up to the calculated mess I was forced into, and then you went on another rant.  That’s what you have been doing this entire time and it makes me-“


“Rants!  Rants?  You’re a football player!  Take it like you have for the past three years!”

“Yelling is different than bashing on my personal resolve.”  The elevator voice rang out and curtailed the fight.  Kalína looked to Mitch and frowned.


“I don’t mean to undermine you.  Part of me still feels like you’re a project and it’s battling with my heart that just wants to be your friend.  You are all I’ve ever had, Mitch.  But at the same time we need to do this right.  I still don’t think you understand how important this task is for Earth, but I don’t know how shocking it is for you.”  She crossed her arms and then dropped them in front of her waist.  She felt vulnerable in front of him.  “I want to end today on a good note, because that’s what it deserves.  You surprised all of us, and from what I understand, you knocked out a huge segment of the testing that needs to be done with adaptive weapons handling.  We have weapons testing, armor operation, and then training for five competitions.  I’m not supposed to tell you this much, but I trust you can keep it clandestine.  If you want to go home after the fifth training exercise, you can.  If you would like to stay like Pol did, you would be highly appraised.  But for right now, you are on a fast track.  You are doing well, and proving that our alliance can be productive.  That’s what we have been hoping for since day one.”

“When I said thank you at the beginning of this elevator ride, all was expecting was a ‘you’re welcome’.  Now, when I say it again, that’s all I need to hear.  Got it?” Mitch let on a tempered smile to reveal that he was serious, but with good intention.  She nodded.  “Thank you, Kalína.”


“You’re welcome!”  She waved the cabin door to the side and stepped into the snowy white corridor.  They strode quietly, and Mitch consciously listened to her footsteps in front of his.  He made sure that his stride didn’t match hers, because he didn’t agree with her at the moment.  The lack of synchronization would bother her and make her feel awkward, so she would make an attempt to match his.  On cue, she made a furtive pause to join his rhythm, but Mitch was ready for it.  As soon as she returned to walking, he shifted his step to throw off the cadence again.  

“I know what you’re doing,” she flicked her hair back at him in disdain and chuckled.  
“And it still aggravated you,” Mitch said.

When they arrived at their respective quarters, Kalína stopped him with a glance.  “So if you knew that was my biggest pet peeve, how can you still doubt that it’s me?”
“I’m still running my own tests, Kalína.  That one you passed.”

“Okay, Mr. Double Agent.  Now consider the fact that you would not fight with anyone other than me like we have been the past few days.  I know you can sense that it’s me, just let yourself believe it.”
“I’ll sleep on it.”

“Fair enough.  Tomorrow will be exciting so you should be excited.  Goodnight.”
“Sleep tight,” Mitch gave her a warm smile and retreated to his room.  The mink fur of the bed pulled him in and gave him a soft landing zone.  You’re right; this is sooo terrible he thought as his hands ventured into the ruffles of the comforter.  He inched his way up to his pillows and sought shelter under the blankets, placing a heavy head on his pillow.  His eyes stared at the single bladed fan on the ceiling that slowly but surely lulled him to the brink of exhaustion.  Sleep soon numbed his body and came like morphine to his restless mind.  The slip away from real life was easy tonight.
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A voluminous knocking made Mitch's door sounded like it was about to be pounded to the ground.  It awoke Mitch from another one of his frighteningly vivid dreams and caused him to jump in bed. 

"Yes mother," Mitch whined as he got up and trudged to the door, rubbing his eyes tenderly.  He opened the door to a stern face.  A stern face owned by General Pol himself.  "Oh, mornin’ Pol.  It's good to see you," Mitch sucked up as he scratched the back of his head uneasily.

"You're a bad liar, son.  Let’s go," Pol turned around stiffly and implied that Mitch was to follow his lead.  “Time to see if you can shoot.”  The rest of the squad was already outside waiting.  They walked behind Pol in single file, still too drowsy to initiate conversation.  He led the group to the elevators where they packed in tight.  The capsule ascended to the section above them, the training floors.  As he woke up, his attitude towards the situation fluxed and he felt a seed of anxiety grow in his upper stomach.  What would training entitle?  Grueling exercises that tested the limits of his body?  The elevator came to a stop and "Training Level" was announced by the familiar female voice.  The squad stepped out onto a raised platform that over looked the training facility.  The view showed a massive chamber, and from their lofty elevation they could see over the entire floor. 

The level was organized into six triangular sections that resembled vast slices of geometric pie.  Each of the triangles was labeled section 1-6 respectively.  In the section directly below them was section one: the shooting range.  Energy nets had been installed above the range to prevent projectiles from escaping the range.  In the neighboring section to the right there was a dense jungle mock up.  The next to the right presented a desert scenario.  Large, secluded boulders and dunes along with raised temperatures made up the terrain for this slice.  The next scenario had a large, transparent bubble on top of it, encasing a "winter wonderland".  The arctic scenario was in this section.  The section after that hosted a barren rock surface that represented a moon.  It too was encased, because the scenario required a vacuum and force modulators for the production of differing gravity levels.  The final area was modeled after a shantytown.  Thin sheets of metal and old rubble from machines were used to create rusting huts and small alleys.  Mitch didn't see any obstacle courses or fitness facilities.

"Alright, everyone round up.  Go take a warm-up lap and get the blood flowing," Pol instructed.


"A lap around what, Pol?" Clayton asked politely.


"Are you blind or just stupid?  The track, airhead!"  Everyone moaned in detest, but Pol meant business.  


There was a glass path around the floor that was constructed specifically for this task.  Mitch was already in superb shape from his training for two-a-days, but his new physical enhancements boosted him even more.  Out front was Syrena running on all fours, and Kalína next to her with a very long and graceful stride.  Clayton and Josh struggled at the end of the pack, their stout bodies not built for long distance running of any kind.  After what felt like eternity, the group finished back at the platform where Pol was waiting with a large cigar in his mouth.  


"How did that feel at half past six?" he asked, puffing out a pungent cloud of silver smoke into the faces of his underlings.

"Wonderful sir!" Josh snapped back sarcastically. 


"Good, good!  Since you enjoyed it so much, why don't you give me another lap?"


"Frankly sir, I believe I speak for everyone when I say we're thoroughly limber," Kalína protested politely while jabbing Josh in the gut with an elbow.

"Fair enough.  On me, it's time to wake up those trigger fingers."  Pol led the squad down the stairs, which was a workout in itself, to the range and stood them in front of a busy weapon rack, spanning at least ten yards.  "On this here rack, you will find various weapons.  Each one of you has different skills, capabilities and preferences from one another so you will be more compatible with certain weapons.  Maybe you even have your own style already.  Today, you all will test the weapons on this rack until you get a feel for what you like.  Please browse the rack and decide on where you would like to start.  Come to me when you have chosen your main weapon."  

Mitch was now very excited.  He hadn't held a real gun before, led alone shot one.  There were so many different types of weapons in front of him that he truly had no idea where to start.  He watched what the others were choosing.  Josh immediately went to the explosives section and began to look around.  Clayton stayed close to Josh, but broke off once he saw the intimidating appearance of the light machine gun section.  Syrena preferred the blades and small arms weapons.  Finally, he spotted Kalína holding up and carefully inspecting the same black rifle that the guards were armed with all around the barracks.  

Down towards the edge of the rack, Clayton let out an excited "EEP!" and scurried over to Pol with a large machine gun over his shoulder that looked like a smaller version of the mini gun from the turret on the field.  Mitch took a long look at the rack, scanning it repeatedly from end to end.  Eventually, a long barreled black rifle summoned him over.  

He shuffled over to inspect it closely and discovered that the gun had two barrels, the larger being on top of the smaller one.  There was a sleek box shaped scope above the receiver and it had a complicated looking butt stock.  The gun also was nearly as tall as he was.  However when Mitch picked it up he was pleased to find out that it was a fraction as heavy as it looked while still feeling solid.  Mitch was very pleased, the gun already flaunted its own air of superiority and made him shudder a little bit thinking about what it could be capable of.  He was about to find out.  

"Sniper rifle," Pol snuck up behind Mitch. "Hunter of men, you will have control over the battle field, no matter the distance.  The larger barrel is where the .75 caliber sniper round shoots from, and the smaller barrel will shoot the standard plasma projection round.  It's a very versatile weapon, so you will be able to choose different rounds to perform more tasks than just making craters in the bad guys.  The sniper rounds are semi automatic and the assault rounds are fully automatic.  It's a two-man squad in one heck of a package.  Good choice.  Now grab a blade and a pistol and head over to the range."  Mitch picked out a half sickle dagger that was made to imitate a claw and attached it to his right thigh, and then a sleek black pistol that he stuck to his left.

"I think I like it already.  Looks mean.  But, I've never gotten to shoot a gun before.  Only in video games,"

"In what?" 

"Oh, er, never mind sir."


"I've missed out on a few decades of Earth's advancement.  But that's beside the point, let's get some rounds down range.  Now, this rifle is made from ultra high strength and lightweight Ergonium, an alloy not yet discovered on Earth.  It has been fitted with NTA smart technology, so the scope and stock of the gun are cutting edge.  The scope identifies your target and measures gravity, windage, range, air pressure, atmosphere composition, humidity, and any other variables you might need to know.  It calculates all of these measurements and projects a hit-box where you simply focus your crosshairs and fire.  Now, the stock operates on a maglev hydraulic system, so as to nearly eliminate the force of recoil to the shooter.  In other words, you could stand straight up and shoot this gun all day long.  It's a piece of state of the art weaponry, and it for sure gets the job done.  Now, look at the grip."  Mitch held the barrels in his left hand and observed the grip in his right hand.  It had a white hexagon on its backside that was identical to the Polk on his palm.  "Those docks sync up when you shoulder the weapon, allowing you to communicate directly with the scope to make target location much more efficient.  It also enables the grip to mold to your hand, and it even senses when you are prone to release a bipod automatically.  Try it out, grab the grip and lay down, I'll call out targets."  

Mitch grabbed hold of the grip and felt it ooze into the shape of his palm and then become firm again.  When it hardened, it was comfortably snug.  He then lay down on his belly with the gun out in front of him, and the bipod shot down.  It too was mechanical, so whenever Mitch wanted to move the gun downwards or upwards, the bipod adjusted.  But when he ushered it to stabilize, it was solid as a rock.  

"Ready?"  Pol asked.  Mitch nodded his head.  "Alright.  There is a switch on the lower receiver of the gun by the grip that says AS and LR.  They stand for Assault and Long Rang, switch it to LR."  Mitch moved the switch.  "Good, now look into the scope.  I am going to send up three targets down range, shoot the red one.  Find the trigger with your index finger."  Pol pressed a button on a small controller in his hand, and three circular targets popped up at the end of the range that must have been at least 100 yards away.  Two blue discs were abreast to the red disc.  

The target indicator did not register right away, but as soon as Mitch thought red disk, a red box appeared just above the disk.  Mitch's aim shifted slightly to move the crosshairs into the middle of the box, and felt for the trigger.  He slipped his finger in front of it and pulled, sending the round.  The shot produced an organic boom and a high pitched hiss, and small bursts of blue flame shot out left and right from vents at the tip of the barrel.  Mitch felt the whole gun shift backwards, but he didn’t receive the painful punch to his shoulder that he always heard about.  It was more or less a light shove backwards, and then the gun jumped back smoothly to return to its original position.  

Mitch blinked when the shot went off, but by the time he opened his eyes again and looked through the scope, the red disc was gone.  

"Woo!  First shot's a charm, huh Mitch?  Good shooting'.  How did that feel?"


"I feel powerful, sir." He paused to take a look at the terrible machine he held.  It made him giddy.  "Can I shoot something else?"


"Sure, knock yourself out.  Clear the range!  Wave two coming up."  Pol pressed the button and three more targets popped up.  This time, the red target was on the far left.  Mitch called out the target in his head to make the hit-box appear, aimed, and fired.  BOOM-HISS, the sound echoed through the chamber.  The target was reduced to powder. 

"Bingo!" Pol called out as he walked over to assist Josh with his selection.  Clayton walked up next to his brother yielding his mini turret.  He had a sling around his neck to support its weight.  Kalína was now browsing the sub machine gun section, picking up various weapons and weighing them in her hands.  She picked up a pair of matching guns and held one in each hand.  They shined a glossy black in the lights, and glinted as she waved them around the room, simulating a live situation.  

Syrena now walked over to Pol with a skinny sword sheathed and attached to her back and a pistol at her side.    

Clayton now walked up to the shooting line and called for Pol to send in a group of targets.  "Clear the range!  Tear 'em up, Clayton."  A large group of about fifteen red targets popped up down range, and Clayton began the rotation of his minigun.  The barrel began to shoot out its blue flame, and the buzzing roar of the bullet storm filled the air.  The targets exploded into dust as the stream of bullets melted through them.  After a solid fifteen seconds and hundreds of rounds later, the gun overheated and Clayton had to cool it off.  Not a single target remained.  Josh ran over and gave Clayton a chest bump and a roaring "Yeah!” congratulating him on his achievement.  

Pol also commended him.  Mitch noticed that there were no shells on the ground.  Even after so many shots, not a single one had ejected.  "Hey Pol, how do these guns fire exactly?" Mitch asked.


"Well, Josh's G-4 bolter doesn’t fire metal bullets or use explosions to project the rounds.  Using fuel from a solidified plasma core, the system utilizes particle acceleration technology to propel the plasma out the barrel at a very high velocity.  The rounds cause damage from the kinetic energy they create, which translates into high velocity and heat, and usually melt through organic targets.  Each plasma core for Clayton's bolter can support up to about 10,000 rounds.  The core is stored in the black box on the underside of the gun.  Unfortunately, the particle acceleration process creates a lot of heat so the gun has to be cooled down often."


"Sick!  Is that how my sniper shoots?"


"Partially.  The assault rifle setting uses that system, but the sniper setting does not."  Pol took in a long draw from the cigar.  "That puppy uses GeniusRounds, also produced by the NTA.  In each round, a small chamber holds a tiny amount of solid plasma.  When you pull the trigger, that plasma is primed and causes the bullet to explode out of the barrel.  Then, particle acceleration inside the round engages allowing the bullet to maintain velocity through the air at long distances, almost like a missile.  You will use clips of ten shots each for the sniper, and cores of about 1500 shots for the assault rifle setting."

"Got it.  So to switch to the assault rifle setting, I just flip the switch?"  Pol nodded.  "Deal, let's do this."  Mitch flipped the switch and waited for Pol to call the targets, apparently it was his turn again.  Mitch heard a click, and seven targets popped up.  He squeezed the trigger while looking through the scope, aiming at the red boxes popping up on the screen.  He held continuous fire for twelve seconds, going after each target one by one.  The gun began to hiss and OVERHEATED appeared in bold red script on the scope's HUD.  The gun stopped firing and began its cool down process.  Mitch promptly switched back into the sniper setting and annihilated the final two disks.  The boom once more gave Mitch an invigorating feeling in his gut, and he felt his heart swell with confidence.  Seven up, seven down.  He controlled raw power.

Next, Josh stepped up to the line with his rocket launcher.  Pol called in two targets, a metallic cut out of a vehicle of some sort down range, and a drone flying around in the air above the vehicle.   Josh aimed down his scope with the launcher to his shoulder.  He let loose his first shot at the vehicle, and a vessel of blue flame ejected from the barrel.  It continued to accelerate down range until it reached the metal cut out and gorged a four-foot hole through it.  A few seconds later, he re adjusted and locked on to the drone.  He fired a second blue vessel that accelerated into the small craft, and it was no more.

Josh threw up his arms in sheer joy and gave out a yell.  "Woo-hoo!  Joshy like big boom!"  He turned around to the rest of the squad and pounded on his chest like a gorilla.  Everyone had begun to laugh at Josh's cheer, and Clayton ran over to return his chest bump from earlier.  The three gents were very content with their results from their weapons as they marveled at them from behind the firing line.  However, it was now the ladies' turn.

Kalína stepped up to the line with her matching sub-machine guns in both hands and her dagger at her belt.  What’s more, she also had what looked like a pair of glasses hanging down in front of her eyes.  Pol told Mitch that it served as a HUD similar to the one on his scope.  She dropped down into an athletic pose, preparing to start.  She held her two weapons in front of her and waited silently.  A whisper slipped from her pursed lips, "Go".  Pol called in twenty red targets intermixed randomly with twenty more blue targets.  Kalína paused for half a second, and then held down both triggers for a short burst of ten shots from each barrel; all she needed.  The blue flame leapt from the barrel accompanied by a muted buzzing.  The burst stopped, and Kalína relaxed.  Pol hooted, and everyone stood aghast.  

All of the red targets were gone and not a single blue target had been touched.  


Kalína turned around to the group with a smile and blew the barrels of her guns teasingly, winking at Mitch.  She had clearly outdone him.

Pol explained again.  Kalína's optic's connected to her suit and through the suit to the guns.  Her submachine guns contain a special targeting system that allows her to choose multiple targets at the same time and enables the guns to calculate kick, so they are in synch with each other as the shoot.  While they are firing, advanced gyroscopes within the guns themselves make minute adjustments to accomplish the rapid target distinction and attack.  Before one bullet even hits the target, the gun is already calculating to aim at the next target.  Therefore: twenty shots, twenty hits, and no collateral damage.  All in the matter of less than three seconds.

"I think that'll do miss Kalína!  What do you think?" Pol exclaimed.


"Just about perfect, Pol," she returned. 


"Good news.  You're turn Syrena," Syrena stepped up to the line with her long tail primly swaying side to side.  She pulled a sword that resembled a katana from its sheath on her back.  Its sharp edge gave off a slight blue glow.  This, she held in her left hand.  In her right hand she had the same edgy black pistol that Mitch picked.  She wore a pair of optics similar to Kalína's that covered her left eye.  

Pol challenged Syrena with an, "Impress me" and called in three steel targets, two in the shape of enemy infantry and another as a vehicle cutout.  When they appeared, Syrena began.  Her first movement was towards the vehicle. She placed three shots from her pistol on the left, middle, and right part of the cutout.  At first it appeared that the bullets stuck to the surface, but a soft click was heard from the pistol and the bullets violently exploded, creating showers of sparks and a bright blue light.  The top half of the vehicle was severed from the bottom half and fell to the floor with a crash.  Next she moved to the middle infantryman.  She placed a well-aimed shot on the head where it stuck for a moment.  Click-boom.  The head of the cutout was reduced to a hole in the midst of the sparks, but Syrena wasn't finished.  

She followed shortly behind with a leap as she raised the sword into the air and brought it down into the cutout's neck as she landed.  The blade glided from head to toe with terrible ease.  The figure split in two, and it glowed red hot along the new edges.  

Now the third infantryman was left.  She swung around with sinister guile and she charged the helpless steel plate, her tail flowing with grace behind her.  She made three jabs through the solid metal in quick succession, rendering three holes in the torso.  Then in a single fluid motion, she holstered her pistol and brought her now free hand up to the sword's grip.  With her first slash, she removed the head.  Her next slash cut through the middle torso like a stick of butter, and her third strike made short work of the legs.  The figure fell in glowing pieces to the floor.  

The once innocent Syrena surveyed her work stoically, panting slightly, and sheathed her blade as it lost its glow.  She returned to the group with a new panache in her step.  All were impressed, even Pol.  

"Well if I had my doubts before, I have none now.  I haven't seen a blade used like that for quite a few years.  You're quick, Syrena.  Done that once or twice before?"

"Yeah, it was a required course to take swordsmanship in my district, it's part of my culture.  And the pistol was pretty cool too, I guess.  I like it."

"Yup that pistol is "pretty cool", you had it on the delayed implosion mode.  It does shoot normal bullets too, if you were wondering."  Pol took another prideful haul from his cigar.

"Are there any last objections to the weapons each of you have chosen?" his breath was sweet from the smoke and spices.  The consensus was no, so they moved on.


The weapon rack whisked itself away and another rack came in.  This time, the subject at hand was defense.  Their armor had arrived.  Pol directed each person to their respective black armor suits and instructed how to wear them.  He explained: "Ladies and gentlemen, your Hex7 combat armor has arrived.  Hex, derived from the hexagonal Ergonium weave of the individual plates making up the surface of your armor.  7, as this is the seventh generation models of your suits.  Combat armor…  No explanation necessary.  To get into your suits, you must first provide identification to the suit that you are actually you.  When I instruct you all to, place your palm on the torso of the suit.  Once you have been identified, the suit will contract into the torso section of the suit, the central Polk.  It will look like a hexagonal plate.  After this happens, you will place the plate onto your own torso and it will attach itself to your core Polk.  You must then let go, spread your arms out and allow it to form to your body.  It will go slowly the first time because you are new to its system, but after you have become synched together, the process will occur much faster.  Now, please identify yourselves," Mitch placed his palm on the suit's torso and waited.  His hand hummed as the multitude of information was exchanged.  

The Polk lit up to a soft white glow and Mitch heard a pleasant male voice inside his head, "Mitchell Craft, identified.  Hello Mitchell, welcome to your Hex7 battle armor."

The suit then folded in on itself, penny-sized plate after plate until it was reduced to its central Polk.  At this point, Mitch placed the central Polk on his chest and felt it attach firmly.  

Spread wide, Mitch felt the tiny plates un-stack themselves and creep slowly over his body, self-multiplying like cells to fill the gaps.  He tried not to move a muscle, even though it tickled at times.  
Eventually the plates covered his entire body abetting his head and feet.  He would later receive a helmet and specialized boots.  The armor fit to his body perfectly like his ExoSkin, and was very limber and flexible.  However, the armor was heavier and slowed Mitch down considerably.


"Now everyone, usher your suits to 'power up'," Pol commanded.


Well you heard the man, power up!  Mitch felt a pulse of energy reverberate through his suit, and it became light.  Much lighter, nearly to the point of him not wearing a thing at all.  


Pol began again, "Your suits all contain self sufficient energy generation systems that power them.  This gives the user increased power, speed, agility, kinetic shields, and adaptive environment camouflage systems.  The beauty of the shield is that it is set to repel objects above a certain level of kinetic energy, or when the user calls for it.  This means that you can enjoy a cup of coffee without having it fly out of your hand.  But it will stop bullets and shrapnel.  Anyone care to demonstrate?"  Josh raised his hand.


"Sir, I am ready and willing to lay my life on the line for my squad mates, sir!" he said half chuckling.


"Good," Pol replied with a tone similar to one owned by Clint Eastwood.  He pulled out a gaudy pistol from his belt and fired off a shot at Josh's chest.  Josh yelped and his eyes became watermelons.  He kissed death.

But it was quite the opposite.  The bullet glanced off of the blue film of light that appeared at the point of impact.  Josh was fine, and Pol's point had been proven.  


So now the squad was decked out with the most advanced equipment that could be found in the GAN, but they had no experience in putting them to use.  But then again, they had only used one slice of the pie. 
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BOOM-HISSSS.  Mitch's report sounded over the desert terrain, his bullet punching a hole in the infantry drone.  He was providing cover from behind his squad as they closed into the objective.  His camouflage system helped him to disappear among the sands and even shielded his rifle from view.  Kalína called in three drones closing in on her and Josh’s forward position- they were approaching from the left flank.  Clayton and Syrena advanced on the right to create crossfire and were about to run into two drones.  Mitch relayed the incoming hostiles to both squads while waiting for an opportunistic shot on any of the targets.  The dunes provided good cover for the drones, and they were smart enough to use them.  But whenever they popped their head units above the crest, Mitch sent them a present.  His high-velocity bullets always beat the sound to the target, so the enemy has zero time to react.  Two drones left approaching Kalína and Josh.  


Mitch heard multiple shots coming from the other side of the arena.  Clayton was providing heavy suppressive fire for Syrena as she moved up two boulders.  Only open sand separated her from the drones.  During the crucial moment, Clayton had to cool down, and the drones took advantage of his pause.  They returned fire and charged his boulder.  Clayton was being held down and Mitch couldn’t get a decent shot off.  

"Mitch, can you help a brother out right now?" Clayton yelled at Mitch over the communication link.


"I don't have a safe shot from this angle!  Syrena can you-"


"Two steps ahead of you boys," Syrena interrupted.  The drones passed up her camouflaged against a boulder unknowingly.  She dashed out from the boulder and pulled her humming blade off of her backside.  Still invisible, she raced up behind the two drones and attacked.  Her first cut severed one drone from the clavicle through the torso.  The two parts slid away from each other as the drone collapsed into rusty sand.  Caught off guard, the other drone fired into thin air at Syrena, but its shots were in vain.  She had already moved behind him, and her glistening blade soon removed the lethal arm of the drone.  She made another swift strike to sever both legs at the knee joints.  The drone fell helplessly to the ground, but still had an arm and a grenade left.  Syrena quickly pulled her pistol out as she broke for cover behind Clayton's boulder.  Before she dived back, she shot an implosion shot into the machine's torso.  Click, boom.

The other two drones became defensive, sensing their allies had fallen.  Head on, one drone was able to suppress Kalína and Josh while they retreated back to the objective.  The other drone fired in the direction of Clayton and Syrena, forcing them to slide around to the safe side of their boulder.  


Kalína sent out a command, "Activate camo.  Once they turn around, advance in unison.  Keep doing your job Mitch."  The sniper witnessed his friends disappear all at once, so he looked through his scope to pick up their heat signatures.  Josh remained on the left side and advanced while Clayton remained on the far right.  The girls advanced up the middle.   


Mitch saw another opportunity and took it.  One of the drones was holding its head above cover trying to find its enemies.  Mitch navigated his crosshair to the hit box and pulled.  A few sparks and a small plume of smoke arose from the robot.  One left.  


At this moment, Kalína ordered, "One hostile remaining, take the fort."  Josh launched a blue missile directly at the boulder the drone was hiding behind, and Clayton flooded the area with machine gun fire.  Up the middle, Kalína and Syrena charged, Kalína taking the lead.  "Cease fire!" she bellowed as she made a leap over the stone with the assistance of her armor’s hydraulics.  She began a flip through the air, and while facing downwards she squeezed both triggers.  Ten shots careened into the cranium of the robot.  Kalína landed with her barrels pointed still at the robot, but it was down for good.  

"Enemy squad.  Completing the objective now."  Kalína became visible again and strode over to the objective, which turned out to be an ultimate disc that was hoisted on a prong between two boulders.  She reached down to pick it up, but it jumped away from her.

It floated in front of her face, connected to a transparent limb that distorted the light.  She jabbed for it, and again it dashed away.  With a slight frown, Kalína held a gun up to the distorted light.


"AH!" Clayton squawked as he drew his arm way.  He turned off his camouflage and giggled at Kalína.  


"Objective already completed, ma'am!" he said nervously while he gave her an over elegant bow.


"Oh, aren't you a charmer," she replied slightly annoyed.


"Clawtus d'Artus at your service!" he tossed her the disc.

"Everyone meet up with me at the balcony for your next assignment, ASAP.”  It was Pol. 

"Good job down there.  Even without me to provide guidance, you all showed competence.  But those drones were simpletons, and you realized that quickly enough.  Now that you know how to glide, let’s see if you can fly.  Get serious, I'm turning the intensity up."  Pol sent them back to the main level and had them begin at the shantytown scenario.  He called in six drones this time, and they had quite a bit more common sense than the first rounder's.  Also, the squad's objective was switched- they were to protect the light disc from the attacking drones.  They succeeded, but it was a struggle.  
The next five training rounds only increased in difficulty and complexity, leaving less and less room for error.  Different objectives and obstacles were mixed in as they went along- booby traps, unforeseen reinforcements, ambushes, time limits, IED's, hostages, even small aerial vehicles.  The squad gradually improved, breaking down communication and strategies to a science.  Mitch had been in the zone since the second scenario, and his rifle was anything but a hassle for him.  

After six long hours of seven total rounds for the day, Pol called the squad up a final time for a brief.  "How do you feel?  Slap in the face?  Second nature?  Good.  Wait until they're firing real bullets at you.  That's it for explosive warfare today, time for some tricky stuff.  Pack up your armor and carry the plates upstairs."

There was a flight of stairs off the balcony that they all took up to a hidden level above the training floor.  The tight stairwell opened to a wide expanse of a room that extended the width of the building.  However, the roof was low and completely barren, giving the illusion that the room never ceased.  There was absolutely nothing to be seen there.

"Once you’re done, come find me."  Pol walked back down the stairs and pulled a fresh stogie from a hidden compartment somewhere in his armor.  He left the kids with nothing but a puff of smoke and an Orevwa.  

The five of them stood where they were and waited in silence.  In stillness.


"With what?" Josh turned to the group and put his hands on his hips.  


"Now you meet big brother."  Josh jumped at the sinister voice behind him.

"Bah!  Wuh-th-fu!" he jabbered and held onto his brother.  "What's there?"  He clawed like a housecat at the air where he just stood. 


On cue, five figures appeared encircling the mutts.  They stood identically with their feet planted firmly apart and hands behind their backs.  Expressionless.  Soldiers.


"Draeden," Kalína said.

"Mutt," one of the soldiers hardly acknowledged her.  The five of them gathered from their circle formation and stood face to face with the five mutts.  All of them were Barrine men, and looked very similar to each other with the exception of subtle height differences and facial characteristics.  They seemed to have been manufactured as a unit.  "It's about time you got your act together and made it this far."  His eyes finally moved away from Kalína to scan the rest of the group.  When they landed on Mitch, he noticed their discoloration- one was a pale blue with metallic blemishes, the other a dark brown.  Mitch narrowed his eyes to get a better look, but he picked the wrong time.


"What do they call you, a human?  Drooling and foolhardy is what I heard.  You know, a look like that can be seen as aggression.  Based on your species' history of barbarians and wars, I bet you're as aggressive as they come.  Don't try anything stupid when I get under your skin."


"Yes sir," Mitch shrank a little bit.  The way he snaked around each word gave Mitch his own impression about the man: cold-blooded.  

"He doesn’t need that, Drae.  Why are we here?"  Kalína spoke again.  

"I just wanted to see what all the fuss was about.  Why that whack job of a scientist would want pack of mongrels for this prestigious agenda, I don't know.  But she moved mountains to get it done and made quite a stir around the barracks.  ‘A third Vanguard squad, with only one Barrine.  Maybe she didn’t make the cut’.  That’s what everyone was talking about.  Do you know how embarrassing it is to share a bloodline with one of the mutts?  Then this creature made headlines with his turret stunt on the second day he was here and made her look like a genius.  I accredited it to beginner's luck.  Until I did my homework."  Draeden poked at Mitch.

"And what did you find?" Kalína responded sharply.


"What I found was a species whose way of life revolves around violence and greed, is driven by religion and corrupt impulse, and regularly kills members of their own species.  Drestique wants to help them?  I think she's senile."


"I'm right here, buddy," Mitch felt his heart rate increase as the constant slander rattled his esteem.  

"I'm not your buddy, nor am I your mate.  So go ahead and get that out of your head," Draeden spat.  Mitch knew he was testing him.  He wanted Mitch to lash out and prove he was unstable.  "You want to fight me, don't you?"


"If you're so opposed to fighting, why are you a soldier?" Mitch asked.


"I'm opposed to my enemies.  Don't become one, because I’m a nightmare for the unfortunate little rats like you that fall on that list," Draeden said.


"I've had enough nightmares already."


"You think you're clever, human.  See how far that gets you."  


"Alright, that's enough," Kalína the mediator stopped the momentum of the volley.  "Is there anything else important that you needed to say?"


Draeden snickered, "Sure.  Mutt squad, meet the original vanguard squad."  Draeden looked down the row and introduced his men.  "Trinx, Skice, Lumbrand, and Broll.  That's all you need to know.  We will be taking care of the real important missions once these damn competitions are over.  And you," Draeden made sure he commanded Mitch's attention.  "Don't start any wars while you’re in my barracks."  Draeden straightened up and righted himself in formation.  "Move out," he commanded.  The Drae squad, Mitch decided to call them, activated their camouflage once more and vanished as quietly as mice.


"Acoustic camo," Clayton murmured.  “Nice.”

"What did you do to piss him off?" Syrena asked Mitch.


"I've never met the guy.  What about you, Kalína?  Some old boyfriend we should know about?" Mitch asked her sardonically.


"Nope," she shook her head.  "He was my brother."

Even Pol was surprised to find out she had a living relative when they met him on the balcony.  "I knew he wanted to speak with you all but I didn’t know what for.  I thought you were the last one, Kalína."

"They brought Drae into the program early on when we were about five and seven.  He was the first Power of Youth candidate.  They would have grabbed me too, but I was female.  They said I didn't fit the bill then, but look where I am now.  The next time I saw him after they took him was just before my first vanguard mission.  I had to find him secretly before I left because he didn’t want to have anything to do with me.  He’s changed over the years, and now I hardly know him at all.”  She buried her face in a hand and squeezed the bridge of her nose.  "He's crazy Mitch, don't worry about him.  Brilliant and over-motivated, but crazy."

Pol pressed his lips and stroked his picturesque buzz cut.  "I suppose you had to meet them eventually.  Plus, now we all know who else we're fighting with."  


"I'm pretty sure he'll have their general make sure that won't happen," said Mitch.

"He is their general," Kalína sighed.  The other four mutts let out a collective gasp.  "Full access to anything he needs, really."


"But that's just politics," Pol ushered.  "And it could happen to you all too if you rack up enough medals.  But how do we win medals?  By completing missions.  How do we survive those missions?  By getting some shuteye tonight.  Report to the Loft at First Bell tomorrow morning.  Dismissed."

Even though Draeden left a bitter taste in his mouth, Mitch was pleased after a full first day's training.  It turned out quite differently from what he expected, really.  Instead of being tossed straight into battle with an impossible piece of technology, he was in a relatively relaxed scenario.  The technology was perplexing, but user friendly.  The fact that he knew three of the mutts already helped with the squad's chemistry tremendously, even though he didn’t want to admit it to Kalína.  For some reason, it still irked him that she was right.  She never was that smart back home.  Was she trying to play down to his personality?  He'd perhaps never know, but that left him all the more opportunity to wonder.  

His final thoughts that night were of home, and he repeated the concept in his head until he succumbed to slumber.  Mitch wanted to see his family so badly to get rid of the haze that their absence now placed over their faces.  He wished he could talk with them and be close to them to remember their sweet voices.  He wished that could be possible.  If only I knew which way was up anymore, maybe I could ask for some kind of a miracle.  Something to let them know I'm okay.  Mitch felt a small prick on his neck, and he swatted it away.  He adjusted his pillow, but not even a spiny feather could keep him from his dreams that night.
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Mitch floated along the street towards his little beach shack.  It was dusk, and a clear, star-kissed sky had begun to emerge.  Mitch dissolved through the front door like a phantom.  

His mother, father and sister sat together in front of the television.  After reading their faces, Mitch noticed a tension rise in the room so thick it could be cut with a fork.  That was odd.  Maybe they were worried about him being gone.  By now, he must have been longer than a lazy afternoon with his pals.  He lost track of time as the lab rat.

All he could hear was a watered down murmur, the distorted voice of the reporter.  He attempted to get closer and listen to what they were watching, but the boundaries of his dream prevented him from doing so.  So there he hovered, a ghost on the opposite side of the room.  He watched their faces grow progressively grimmer as the report proceeded.  

Time flashed forward.  His sister and mother were now locked in each other’s arms and weeping deeply.  Jay paced back and forth tediously with his arms crossed, his eyes glazing over as he stared into nothingness.  At one point, his gaze seemed to fall on Mitch with eyes like that of a trapped animal awaiting the butcher.  It made Mitch shudder.  However Mr. Kroy soon broke his stare and returned to comforting his family.  Mitch was invisible again.  He developed a terrible urge to jump out of his static position and tell them all that it's okay, he was fine, and the news people have it all wrong.  He's not dead!  In fact, he's more alive than ever!  He missed them so much now, and the heartache he had acquired when he first left them came back to him with a rush.  The three of them began to pray, and time flashed forward.

His family now sat together on the beach as Mitch looked on from behind.  The awkwardly quiet ocean disturbed him- infant waves just struggled up the sand.  There was not enough force behind them to even bring in foam.  It was oh so quiet.  He hated to see his sister like this, pointing up at the sky with a grievous look.  Maybe she was making a guess at where in heaven he ended up.  He followed her finger up to the blue-black sky that was glittered with all of the crown jewels of the cosmos.  One of them seemed to dance for her.

It was a shooting star she saw, a sign that he was watching over her.  Make a wish; he wanted to say to Sarah.


Then Jay said something out of place, "There it is.  There it…" his voice trailed off and he whispered curses through gritted teeth to the white streak.  Even the wind picked up, seemingly agreeing with him.  The breeze flowed through the trees just off the beach, whistling softly and furiously.  The dancing jewel grew in size, and garnered a scarlet glow that gave it a devilish appearance.  Mitch's train of thought shifted.  Maybe it wasn't him they were worried about.  Maybe it was something bigger.


The air around them came alive as a multitude of flying creatures- birds, bats, bugs; anything that could find shelter on land fled the waters.  A wave of buzzing and beating wings, frantic squawks and screeches electrified the air as they flew in from sea.  The wind quietly subsided, leaving the air humid and stagnant.  It was warm, and the ocean was still unnervingly calm behind the organismic confusion.  Mitch pulled his eyes back up to the heavens and found the star a bright light, with a more intense red tinge to it.  It now filled a larger chunk of the night sky and gave the area around them a new light, overpowering the moon's radiance.  Growing.  Larger.  Mitch felt a horrible knot in his stomach that clawed its way into his throat.  A sense of impending terror encompassed him as he witnessed the face of death speed towards his defenseless family. 

For the last time, Mitch saw his family.  In their darkest moment, huddled together, defenseless against fate and he couldn’t be with them.  Not tangibly.  He couldn’t tell them he loved them and missed them so fiercely.  A final blanket of silence fell over them as the world came to a standstill and humanity took its last breath.

The rock, six miles across, entered the atmosphere.  It struck the Pacific Ocean and sent shockwaves that reached them in a matter of seconds.  The air blast effaced all that was precious to Mitch, and the land was torn apart and thrown into oblivion.  Then came the tremendous sound, and the all-consuming wall of fire, the dead darkness.  Mitch's phantom shut his eyes.  It was all too real.


He awoke in bed, heart pounding and beads of sweat rushing down his flushed cheeks.  His nightmare left him with the same sense of foreboding, the lump of anxiety sticking to his throat.  It was hard to breathe, but he pushed it down and took a much-needed gasp.  He fumbled out of bed quickly and got light headed.  He had to tell someone; he had to tell Pol.  


Mitch ran down the bright hallway, nearly knocking into the walls that seemed to be closing in on him.  At last he arrived and knocked on Pol's polished door.  The rapping made an unpleasantly shrill noise- enough to wake even the deepest sleeper.  Pol made it to the door hastily and wide eyed.  He too was awake, and in fact just about to come get Mitch.  

"Mitch."  He looked at the flustered young man and stroked his own tidy hair.  "I need to talk to you, son."

Mitch followed him through the door and spoke behind him, "I just had the worst-"


"Hold that thought for a bit, this is top priority from the Council," Pol interrupted.  He took a deep, uneasy breath.  "There's been a falling out.  The Krine have declared war."

"And what?  Are they attacking us?" his panting increased.

"Yes.  Us."  Pol tenderly placed a hand on Mitch's chest and his own.  Mitch threw it away immediately.


"No!  We were prepared for that!  I proved that we were!"  Mitch tangled his hands in Pol's suede blankets and squeezed.


"It was an unconventional attack.  There’s nothing they could have done in time.”  

“Bull!”

“I’ve been told that it’s an asteroid on a slingshot route for Earth.  A vessel was sent to rescue a group of people and take them to an outer rim planet we have know of called Edos.  The rock is going to strike within the hour."


The two of them sat quietly, digesting the unreal situation.  The single fan blade churned above them monotonously.

"Why can't we just stop it?" Mitch grinded the words through layers of explicit librettos stacked and ready to flow.


"We simply don't have the firepower stationed in the local cluster to stop it.  It would be like trying to divert a two-ton boulder rolling down a hill with a garden hose.  The next closest force is four parsecs away.  We have to save as many as we can while we can."  


"That's what I saw.  In my nightmare, I was with my family as it struck…  It's like I had some kind of premonition," Mitch choked back progressing tears and held his composure- but only by a thread.  "How could they do that?  What did we do to anyone?  We didn’t even know there was anything else alive in the universe!" he moved his hands around the room to symbolize the galaxy.  "Are you sure this is happening?"


"I'm relaying what came straight from the Council.  That's all I'm at liberty to say."


Mitch's thread snapped and filled him with a limitless rage.  Raw anger brushed away his grief.  He felt blood rush to his face and his fists clenched tighter around the blankets.  

"Stop," Pol could tell Mitch was ready to go berserk.  "I understand it's not fair.  But there's nothing we can do about the situation here and now except to be strong for the fifty kids getting scooped.  That's our responsibility.  Even though this whole representative position is high and mighty, the fine print still says you have to be what the human race needs."  Mitch pulled the blankets up to his face and bit into them as hard as possible until his jaw went numb.  Then he yelled.


"I didn't sign a freaking contract, Pol!  I should have been with my family.  I should be with them now!"


"You don't need a contract to dictate whether you should do the right thing or not."


"Who cares about right or wrong?  Every reason I’m here is completely pointless now!  What good measure can be taken against this?  It's all evil."


Pol let a silence fall over them both for a while.  Will I feel it when it hits?  Mitch asked Pol without moving his lips.

Pol merely patted him on the back and rubbed one of his shoulders.  "I've organized a shuttle to take us to Edos so we can check on everyone.  Help them get settled in.  Head back to your room for a bit and get ready for a long trip, I'll let the squad know what's up."  He gave Mitch a brisk squeeze on the arm and sent him back down the hall.  That's all he will ever get from Pol then, he decided.  Back to business.  Perhaps a little bit of emotion on the occasion, but only if it slips.  Only if he lets his guard down.

Mitch lay on his bed for hours when he got back, deeply vexed by the status quo.  At one point, Kalína stopped by to check on him, but he wasn’t up for talking.  He wasn’t up for doing much of anything really.  He didn’t know how to feel.  Should he feel grief?  Anger?  Has the rock even hit yet?  So much destruction is unimaginable.  Do they even know what’s coming?  No, they don’t, because they are being stabbed in the back.  More like decapitated for the hell of it.

Now it came to him, steadily and unannounced.  He pushed down the ball of hot rancor that still lingered in his chest, praying that he would have time to put it to use later.  All he could see were the faces of his family members lighting up from the hellish fires ascending on his home.  He could feel the anguish, terror, and helpless desperation that he saw in their eyes.  There was no use in testing now.  Revenge was the only motive to breathe.  
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The journey to Edos was scheduled to take a week to finish based on Edos time.  It was a struggle to keep his mind off of the inconceivable amount of death that has occurred, but he had to mourn for some of the time.  The first two days of the trip he spent staring blankly at the ceiling from his bunk, remembering all the pleasant memories he had spent with his family, teammates, friends.  Those stung the most.  Mitch slowly grew less and less enthused towards life.  What was his purpose now?  Who was he supposed to fight for and bring glory to?  His planet was gone.  So even if he did strike back and somehow make the Krine recompense, it would only be for what he viewed as justice being served, or worse, for his pleasure in fulfilling a vendetta.


That was where his heart rested, between emptiness and an unquenchable desire for revenge.  


On the third day, Kalína came in to talk with him.  "Come on bud, I want you to eat something."  She was right.  Mitch hadn't eaten a morsel since they left, and barely had anything to drink.  He simply lost his appetite for vitality.

"I'm good," he answered, still staring at the ceiling.  "I'm not hungry."


"I know you're not, but this isn't healthy.  If I bring you something, will you eat it?"


Mitch knew he wouldn’t, but maybe she would leave him alone if he said yes.  "Sure," he gave a wan response.

"Okay, I'll be back in a sec."  She returned with a small metal tray that held a bowl of some thick soup with meat and vegetables, a glass of water and a cube of sugar.  She placed the tray next to his bed on the floor.

"Thanks," he muttered.

"Of course.  Please eat it though, I don’t want you to get sick."

"Am I not already?" Mitch asked flatly, acknowledging her for the first time.  His bloodshot eyes were bold against his paling skin.


"I'm sorry.  I can’t imagine how you feel right now, so I won’t pretend like I do.  But there's nothing you could have done about it, so don’t you dare believe this was your fault."  They held each other's glance until Mitch turned back to the ceiling, not wanting her to see another wave of moisture well up in his eyes.  "I'll leave you alone.  I'm sorry this had to happen.  You know you can talk to me whenever."  She left and closed the cabin door quietly.


It didn't have to happen, he thought.  He let the food gather dust until his stomach finally gave into the wafts of spice from the soup.  He pulled the tray up onto his lap and sat up straight, his head throbbed from his first real movements in two days.  The soup was invigorating.   It felt wonderful as it hit the bottom of his contracted stomach and filled his body with warmth.  He then licked the cube of sugar for a taste and found that it was flavored like cola.  He placed the whole cube on his tongue and let it dissolve throughout his mouth.  The he gulped down the water.  The meal was substantial, physically and psychologically.  It gave him the energy to move around the room a bit.

He ended up bringing just his weapons, armor, and a LightShot ball from his crate.  There wasn't much else that he owned back at the barracks, and he didn’t have the desire to bring anything that would require creative activity.  There was no desire for attention or trivial matters.  If it wasn't completely necessary, Mitch had no business in doing it.  


He was in that state of mind now as he rummaged through his nearly empty crate.  Firstly he pulled out each gun.  His sniper expanded back to its regular size from being compacted to its carrying size in the crate.  He had already gotten to know the beast quite well, so he fiddled with the pistol for a while.  It too had a discreet switch for choosing between firing modes that were labeled SF for safety, RG for regular rounds, and DI for delayed implosion rounds.  Mitch studied every facet and curve of the weapon, absorbing it into his photographic memory.  


The same he did with his dagger, its vicious blade curved to a perfect point.  Judging by the overall look of the dagger and its relative lightweight, Mitch assumed it was made from Ergonium as well.  Eventually he even bored of that, so he fell back on the ball.  


There was ample space in the cargo bay for him to throw the ball off the wall and let it come back to himself.  Apparently, the LightShot ball autonomously manipulates its own momentum to maximize its exit velocity from a bounce.  Therefore, it was a tennis ball on steroids.  The monotony of throwing it to the floor and catching the bounce off the wall helped him zone out.  Eventually Clayton and Josh came down to see what the mysterious noise was, and Mitch let them join him.  Every now and then, Pol would call everyone to test some prototypes that were brought on board.  He let Mitch slide for the first two days, but he made him participate once he heard that he was out and about.  


"Done with hibernation, huh?  Well, we all need to mourn at some point.  I'm glad you feel better."  Mitch was surprised at how in stride Pol was taking his own mourning process.  It didn’t appear at all that he had been dealt a deathblow, or maybe that was just Pol being a hard ass.  "Anyhow, I want you to join the others and look at the new simulators that just came out.  The repetitions help a lot, and you need repetitions.  Trust me."  


Mitch assented and journeyed with the others towards the video cabin to learn the basic commands of frontline warfare.  Though the five of them had come up with their own basic signals during the drone training, these simulations demonstrated more universal signing and commands used within the GAN specifically.  The video was a combination of a virtual intelligence schooling them and scenes of the signs being used in combat.  The virtual teacher had zero tolerance and reminded Mitch of his football coaches.  It was a female figure, however.  She corrected the d’Artus boys regularly, which earned her the title of “The Enforcer”.
 
Mitch dawdled around the ship whenever they finished the handful of lessons to find out what everyone else was interested in.  He found the brothers in the main cabin close to the cockpit fiddling with two small objects.  At first they came across as metallic stones, ovular in shape, perfect for skipping across water.  Seeing that he had a crowd, Clayton began a countdown from three and then slammed the floor next to his own piece.  The two stones spread sprightly wings and rose like beetles, teetering just inches above the ground.  Then they clashed.  The boys commanded their beetles to fly into each other violently through small bulb controllers they attached to the docks on their hands. They bounced away in a wild fashion and flew around the room to recover and approach each other from an optimal angle.  At one point during the feud, Clayton's beetle buzzed right into the wall and was nearly out for the count.  Josh celebrated and let his guard down, giving Clayton's beetle enough time to get back into the air and pick up enough speed to break one of the other beetle's wings.  They shook hands and gathered their unexpected warriors.  Clayton marked a tally for his victory on a glass tablet next to him while Josh repaired his little robot.  It was always a competition between those two.  

Elsewhere in the ship, Syrena was running scans on a vine in a small black pot.  The waxy dark green leaves of the plant perked up like a wolf's ears when Mitch's footsteps could be heard.  Mitch made an awkward wave to Syrena when he saw her, and she put a finger to her lips to make sure he didn't say anything too abrupt.  The plant wavered through the air and approached Mitch's face.  Someone wants to say hello, Mitch heard Syrena whisper sweetly in his mind.  Mitch noticed the cream colored bud on the end of the vine as it neared Mitch's eyes.  The satin bud stroked Mitch's nose affectionately and wrapped itself around his head, giving him a crown of ivy.  Mitch sensed that the touch of affection was that of empathy, maybe even sympathy, so he looked back to Syrena.  She seemed to notice the action as well, and shrugged.  

"I gave the plant a super-enzyme.  It increases movement and growth exponentially.  But that doesn't mean it grows a brain.  I think it's just mother nature sharing her feelings."


Mitch looked up and smiled.  "You sure it wasn't you?"


"I'm sorry too."  She looked away somberly, as if Mitch deserved her respect.  Mitch appreciated the gesture, but he was getting tired of hearing the word sorry.  It wasn't her fault, just like it wasn't his.  
“Those that are innocent needed to stop apologizing,” he said.  “But thank you still.”  He broke away from her and pressed on to find Kalína.  He found her sitting with her legs crossed on top of a table in the kitchen, a bowl of tiny steel balls at her side.


"Hey Ham," he spoke softly behind her.  She turned around and sized him up with an aggravated glare. 


"Oh.  I thought you were Pol trying to bug me again.  Come here," she tapped on the glass table and looked forward again.  Mitch noticed how thin it was and hesitated.


"Are you sure it can hold both of us?"  


She looked back impatiently.  "Fat joke?" her eyes let him know he slipped up.


"Touché.  Nothing is what it seems.  Trust Kalína, trust the glass."  He mirrored her sitting stance on the table and tapped her stomach.  She grabbed a ball out of the bowl with a special glove on her left hand. 


"Listen," she held the ball up in between their faces for a moment, and then SNAP.  The ball made a sharp crackle like an electric discharge as she held it.  "And watch," Kalína tossed the ball into a large glass bowl across the aisle that contained a plump, red and orange fruit the size of a watermelon that he had never seen before.  Mitch saw the ball come to rest against the fruit, and then did nothing.  Kalína let the ball sit for a few seconds to prove that she had control, and then held her hand up in front of Mitch's face.  With two taps of her index finger and thumb, the ball crackled and melted.  The small pool of metallic liquid began to eat away at base of the fruit and work its way up and around the smooth skin.  It was a violent reaction, releasing some steam and burning smells, but in a matter of only a few seconds the entire fruit was reduced to liquid and bubbling gas.  

"Ta-da!  Stolruk stew.  They might be tough, but not tough enough I always say," she said with her lower lip.


"What did you do to it?  What was that ball made of?"


"D-bots.  Decomposition Nano Bots.  I can program what I want them to break down, and they isolate the process to that single object.  I can choose between organic and inorganic, or both.  The whole object is reduced to its individual molecules," she cackled deviously.  "Oh, what did you need to talk about?"


"Well," he swallowed.  "Thanks for the soup."

She glowed.  "You're welcome, I made it myself!"

"With those?" Mitch cocked his head towards the balls.


"Does it matter?" she winked.


"I guess not.  And I'm sorry for shutting you out this morning."


"Don't worry about it, I know this is hard.  Everything is for you right now and I'm proud of you for sticking to it through everything.  Keep up the good work Private Kroy."

"And you as well, Captain Kalina."  She laughed hardily.  Sometimes Mitch agreed with Clayton's fruitcake accusation.  

After their work was done for the day, Mitch talked to Pol about his life before the GAN.  Pol was once a Member of Parliament in the late 1800’s.  He had received numerous anti-aging treatments to stifle his growth since then.  Needless to say, they worked well.  He didn't look a day past sixty.


Pol also explained that he was chosen to be the first ambassador for Earth, but human civilization wasn't ready to be brought into galactic prominence yet.  The airplane hadn't even been invented.  Even though the time for his duty had not come, he chose to stay with the GAN after he learned that his brothers had passed away from Tuberculosis, and didn’t have a wife to write home to.

"But if they already had you, then why did they need me to test their technology?  A human's a human, right?" Mitch declared as it dawned on him.


"Perhaps I'm too old.  And I don't think Drestique's plan was to find out if the technology worked, but if we did.  I already had multiple years of experience with all of the operating systems being used.  As tension with the Krine escalated, she needed to know how long it would take an unfamiliar human to develop from first picking up a rifle to being effective with it."

"I hope I've made the grade," Mitch said.


"You've excelled."  Mitch looked straight back into the comment.  Honestly?  He thought it was just point and shoot.  Very straightforward.  Pol continued talking about himself.


The next time the GAN tried to send him as an ambassador was in the 1950's, and he accidentally crashed his ship on the way in.  Pilot error, he admitted.  He got out of Roswell quick enough that they didn’t catch him. Undoubtedly, a lot had changed since then as well, but Earth simply wasn't ready for a universal ambassador yet.

“I have a question about my situation,” Mitch began.


“Shoot.”


“Did you have any friends join you when you were chosen?”


“Like Kalína?  No.”


“Did you fare worse in the program because of that?”

“They were not as interested in me being a soldier as they were an ambassador.  All I had to do was study their systems and comply with what they told me to do until Earth was stable enough for me to reach out to them.  Everything was political.  Only later did they place me in their special warfare program to test my combat abilities.  They were pleasantly surprised to say the least.  I seemed to have an untapped affinity for deep cover operations.  I’ve actually specialized in intelligence gathering against the Krine.  Needless to say it was a productive use of my time while we waited for humanity to grow up.”

“I understand, but what I’m finding out is that Drestique waited four years to find out if I was an ideal candidate or not.  That means she had at least four years to bring me in earlier, and from what it sounds, that might not have been a necessary step if they brought you in straight away.  Is that a fair judgment?”

“Drestique did what she felt was necessary.  But no, I do not believe it was a critical step.”


“So she could have brought me in at any point during those four years, right?”

“I suppose.”


“So why now?  She must have had amazing foresight to bring me in a few days before the calamity.  Or really good luck.  Is that not dodgy to you?”


“It is.”


“Did the GAN know about the asteroid before last week?”


“Not to my knowledge.  And being the active ambassador, I would have been alerted at a moment’s notice.  Therefore I am forced to believe that it was indeed sudden.”

“Okay, thank you.  That was troubling me.”


“Any other questions?”  Even though he dismissed the inquiry, Mitch could tell that he made Pol’s clogs turn.  


“What was riding in a stagecoach like?”

Mitch enjoyed being able to talk about the world with Pol, even though they didn’t have a lot in common due to their respective time periods.  However, they eventually got to talk about deep things like faith, ethics, and women.  Those topics proved to be timeless, and Pol began to fill the empty void of someone that Mitch could look up to now that he didn’t have his own father.

With six Edos days to go, Mitch talked with Pol after every training and information session, but kept to himself for a majority of the remaining trip, having gathered all the intelligence he could get about his squad mates and explored every reachable part of the ship.  He spent a lot of time doing small workouts to prevent himself from going stir crazy, and he was surprised at the rate of how strong he got after each workout.  His lactic acid levels were minimal and his endurance increased rapidly.  Even though the Bio-N bots were the least noticeable, they provided the most impact on his body.  It was a total immune booster and he loved it.  


He also slept a good amount, trying to become accustomed to the time change.  Apparently days on Edos lasted 35 hours, which is why it was taking so long.  He wanted to make sure he wouldn’t have severe jet lag when they landed.  Only a few nightmares about his family encroached his slumbering, but so much thinking about them had made him numb to the idea.  That, and the physical distance away from his family made it seem like it was impossible that they were gone.  It wasn't that he was hardening to the painful memories, but he was beginning to burn away the bad and harvest the good.  The grim circumstances of how his family died were slowly replaced by the heartwarming times they had.  Piece by piece, he pushed the dark bits of his past out and fortified his fond ones.  
By the day Edos came into view, Mitch felt that the cloud of grief that once hovered over his heart had dissipated and he could breathe again.  

And he was so ready to breathe again.  The blue and green planet they were fast approaching looked extremely inviting.   The lack of natural air in the ship was suffocating and gave Mitch an overwhelming desire to run and feel sunlight on his face.  

Mitch took a gander at Edos through one of the port windows.  Vast forests and deserts splotched the snow capped topped planet.  A vast Mountain spine split the upper portion of the landmass Mitch could see, scarring the continent from coast to coast.  Due to the constant axis of Edos, there was a large band around the planet where the green forests were the densest.  On the equator of the planet, a very thin band of deserts and hot, barren land split the forests into halves.  


Pol spoke over the ship's speakers, "Not a whole lot of information has been collected on Edos except for what's top priority.  We have been given reports on the basic edible and toxic plants, the main predators and prey for hunting, and any other of the basics we should need to know to survive.  We do know that because of the increased size of Edos, the native animals will tend to be larger compared to those on Earth.  The rescued humans have been given these reports too.  Our primary objectives will be to protect the colonists if necessary, explore the land to see if there is anything that the colonists can't handle, and make sure they reach a point of development where they can be self sufficient.  I have been talking to the AI watching over them and it sounds like they are pretty well off after three weeks, but help is always needed.  We are bringing supplies for them:  mainly tools, weapons, and seeds for growing crops.  They only have a year's supply of food, which is mainly intended for desperate situations.  They are being pushed to adapt to the environment and learn to fend for themselves, as it would be devastating to spoon-feed them in such a wild and unpredictable environment.

As a side note, these colonists have been given an edge.  Their bodies have been enhanced with permanent Bio N-bots to aid their bodies in healing and rebuilding damaged body parts as well as fighting and adapting to new diseases and viruses.  N-fibes will be naturally grown into their bones as well, making their bodies all the more resilient.  The new changes are designed to affect their DNA, so they can be passed down to future generations automatically.  But for now, they need our help."

The general attitude was positive, as the mission was an act of service.  It was also their first assigned mission together as a squad.  Pol finished with, "Go read the reports, dismissed."  

Excitement escalated as Edos grew nearer.  Mitch's feelings stirred within him, but he couldn't put a finger on how he really felt.  He was excited to see another human again but nervous to see what these… engineered humans would look like.  Would they act differently?  Like robots?  They don't even sound like humans anymore.  

Relax, man.  Mitch felt a soft hand squeeze his ever so gently.  Syrena crept up and gave him a reassuring look that brought some relief to his worrying.  He didn't realize his foot was tapping noisily.  He sensed a warm rush of embarrassment well up above his cheeks.


"Sorry, I'm ready to get there."  


"Me too.  It's time for me to get off this piece of junk.  I need to go see what this beautiful place has in store for me.  How are you holding up?"  Again, someone had to bring up the past, but Mitch was stronger now.  

"You know what, I'm better.  I know it had to have happened for a reason so I'm taking it as it is.  Thank you for asking.


"Good. That's how you should see it, there's a reason for everything.  Sometimes you're just not supposed to know why."  Mitch could tell that she meant her last promise with sincerity, and he was surprised at her wisdom.  She spoke above the age she looked just like the way she used her blades.  He felt a smile float to the surface of his lips, the first genuine smile in what felt like eternity that came like honey to his nerves.

"ETA four minutes.  Atmosphere in three.  Buckle up ladies and gentlemen," Pol called out to everyone as he manned the main pilot seat.  Mitch sneaked a squeeze back into Syrena's petite hand letting her know that he appreciated her sincerity.  They made their way to their chairs.


Three minutes came and went without notice.  The atmosphere was thick and racked the ship as it punched through.  Mitch was thrown forward in his seat, and the straps applied an uncomfortable amount of pressure to his chest.  Deep vibrations shook the ship as drag became a factor, and Mitch could make out a red glow outside of the front window.  Heat, and lots of it.  He couldn't see much detail concerning the landscape, but he could pick up on the green that stretched in every direction for miles and miles.  Mitch envisioned how beautiful it must be.  Pol began the countdown and Mitch gave himself a pep talk.

"Ten."  Any last thoughts, Mitch?  Stay cool.  They're humans, just like you.  And now they're special, just like you.  

"Nine."  Don't be nervous.  

"Eight."  You're strong Mitch.  You can handle anything this place throws at you.


"Seven."  When was the last time I showered..?


"Six."  Maybe the suit keeps me clean so I don't need to shower.  That's brilliant!


"Five."  Hey I can see out the window.  Whoa…


"Four."  That's a lot of trees.


"Three."  Here we go!  

"Two."  The thrusters on the ship fired and created a nice slow descent to the earth below.  

"Contact."  Touchdown.  Mitch felt his organs sink down for a moment at the light jolt of the landing, but it wasn't as harsh as he expected.  He relaxed.

"This is your captain speaking.  On behalf of GAN travel services, I would like to welcome everyone to Edos!" Pol said jokingly as the engines powered down with a mellow tone.  Everyone unfastened and moved around the cabin to get their supplies and prepare for a quick exit.  Mitch looked out the port window next to him and saw they were at the edge of a distant field surrounded by gargantuan trees.  "Where the sun shines brilliantly and the grass is real, I trust you will have a wonderf-" just then, a deafening roar that erupted outside the ship cut off Pol.  Mitch felt a jagged shiver radiate from his spine and freeze him.  

Pol turned to look out of the window in search of the source of the terrifying sound.  He must have caught a glimpse of a shadow, because his head quickly shot upwards.  Mitch ran up beside him to see what was the matter.  The previous humor had vanished from Pol's voice as he drudgingly muttered, "Good God, what is that."  

There was a hush as Mitch's adrenaline took control over his body.  Then everything exploded.
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Pol tackled Mitch away from the window and yelled out to the others, "DOWN!  DOWN!"  Mitch landed on his back and lost his breath, but just in time to see a monstrous talon incise the roof of the ship below the terrible roar that once again pierced his ears.  The ship was sent reeling and threw Mitch into a wall.  He felt a blunt impact to the back of his head and his vision left him for a few moments.  Pol was shaken from the blow, but he still managed to issue a "TO ARMS!!!" to the squad.  Mitch wriggled out of Pol's hold and scrambled to the crates where everyone's armor was stowed.  He would get his gun after everyone was safer.  


The attacker's bellowing war-call pounded on his eardrums like thunder, and was followed by another strike.  This one sent Mitch into a crate face first, and he smacked the metal with his cheek.  He could taste blood when he recovered, and he spat red.  But he was still able to move and trekked to his armor.  


With a spot of luck, the armor crate had tumbled just a few feet from him, and he was able to reach it in no time.  He ripped open the top and removed six armor plates from inside, battling time as he rushed himself.

Mitch applied it to his chest and waited for the armor to engulf him, leaving him vulnerable to the tremors of another attack.  The armor encased him in a fraction of the time it took during his first installment, so he equipped both the helmet and boots with the extra seconds.  He was on his way to give his mates their suits when the next big hit came.

The grossly huge talon left a gash in the roof after puncturing the cockpit window, and Mitch got a good look at it before he was thrown to the ground once more.  It was jet black with a sinister curve and as long as his forearm.  Whatever owned it was BIG.  


He hurried himself.  The adrenaline surging through him killed the pain in his cheek and the lump on the back of his head went numb.  It was quieter inside the helmet, and he could feel the sturdiness of its pads as they conformed to his skull.  The first plate he gave to Pol, who was closest to him.  Pol had just pulled out his rifle from a compartment adjacent to the ship's doors and was loading a fresh plasma core into the ammo slot.  He shoved the plate against his chest and gave himself a few moments for it to encase him.  

Mitch heard the ferocious buzzing of Clayton's G4 from the cockpit, he had positioned himself in the cockpit and was firing out of the gap where the front window used to be.  "Clayton, armor!" Mitch yelled over the grind of gunfire.  He tossed the plate to Clayton's feet for him to pick up.  Josh was peering through one of the gashes in the roof with his rocket launcher, trying to find the monster.  Mitch handed a plate to him, and he stuck it to his chest.  


"Clayton where is it bro!  I can’t get a visual without exposing myself!" Josh shouted.


"Two o'clock of my bearing, and swinging to the right for another attack.  Brace!"  Everyone hit the deck grabbed to a stable part of the ship.  The all-consuming roar was quickly cut off by the screech of metal being shredded.  The cockpit was severed from the main cabin and sent rolling into the open field.  Sunlight now poured into the cabin and glinted off of the various mangled metal parts that were now strewn throughout the ship.  

Mitch got up immediately and darted to the hole, remembering that Clayton was in the cockpit.  He checked for the monster in the sky and found nothing, so he focused his vision on the cockpit.  Clayton was really shaken up, he was rolling on his side with a hand on his head, and he wasn't wearing his armor.  He must not have had time to put it on while providing cover fire for everyone else.

Clayton, are you all right?  Mitch asked him as he ran back into the ship to find his rifle and give the last plates to Syrena and Kalí.

My head hurts bad, dude, I'm a little messed up.  His words were slurred and slow.  Something wasn’t right.

Mitch saw his rifle's butt stock poking out from under a fallen crate.  He rushed over to get it and shouldered it quickly.  As he did, he noticed another HUD appear on the glass of his helmet, showing the heat level of his gun, the number of rounds left, and which mode of fire he was using.  He made a dash back to decapitated part of the ship and checked for the monster.  It wasn't anywhere that he could see, so Mitch used the thermal vision from his scope to look through the metal of the ship around him.  He found nothing as he scanned, there were no flying creatures in the sky preparing to dive-bomb them again.  Mitch tried the opening.  Where are you?  He looked into the towering trees that surrounded them and found nothing.  It had become eerily quiet.  

Clayton, can you get back to the ship?  He didn't answer, but Mitch saw him make an attempt to get up to his knees.  He seemed alert, but when he tried to stand he knocked his bare head on a wrangled piece of metal and collapsed to the ground.  Great.


Mitch had to step up.  His heart sank; Clayton would be a lot heavier to carry now that he was unconscious.  He checked back to see if Josh could help out, but he was looking for the creature.  "Anyone have a visual?  Clayton's down."  


"Negative.  But make haste," Pol said.  Mitch made one last scan around the ship and decided the coast was clear.  

He mustered the courage to leap out of the opening and sprint for cover in the cockpit.  Now he was facing the ship, and Mitch could see behind it.  There was still no sign of the monster, so he directed his attention to Clayton.  


His friend wasn't breathing, and there was a nasty cut on his forehead that ran to the top of his head.  He was bleeding, but not alarmingly so.  Mitch checked Clayton's critical levels on his forearm, something he forgot to do at the ship within the intensity of the situation.  He was unconscious from two hits to the head, the cut was minor, and he had a sprained wrist.  Not life threatening, but he was still out cold.  The six of them were sitting ducks for the next attack now that she ship had been sliced open.  They had to move.  

A plan blossomed in Mitch's head.  "Hey I have an idea," he addressed the whole squad.  "Clayton is unconscious, so I'll need help moving him.  But we need to get to the trees for cover.  It was flying, right Pol?"


"Yeah.  It had four legs and wings, but it was hefty in the middle, like it had more muscle to it than what was meant for a pure bird of prey.  It might be able to run, but I agree.  We need better cover.  There is a panhandle of trees I spotted about a hundred yards due north of our location, arm yourselves and prepare to make for cover there.  Josh, go help Mitch."


Mitch saw the armored reptilian appear at the opening and signaled he was clear.  Josh barreled into the cockpit and joined them, his armor banging against the ground as he dove in.  He had a helmet on.  Finally someone else was being sensible.  

"On you, Pol," Mitch called out lowly.

"Engage camouflage.  Break on three.  One, two, three," Pol and the girls darted out of the ship and sped towards the trees invisibly, all the while keeping an eye on the sky.  Mitch and Josh picked up their fallen comrade and hustled him across the field close behind.  Mitch felt the raw strength coursing through him to the ground with every bounding step he made.  Josh grunted with every stride from a sore knee.  They pushed themselves, bearing down on the tall woods.  The boys were depending on the others for cover fire and they weren't shooting.  Mitch figured they weren't being pursued, but he continued on without daring to turn around and find out.


Syrena was the first to make it to the woods, and she called it clear after checking the first fifty yards of trees.  All right, there's our safe haven.  Keep pushing, mind over matter.  Mitch drilled his thoughts and battled the fire he felt building in his legs.  He still had thirty yards to go when Pol and Syrena made it a safe distance into the trees.  They set up behind giant trunks that were big enough to hide the whole squad.  

"Just a little bit to go, gents.  Keep moving!" Pol yelled at them over the communication link.  Josh was struggling, his knee was being difficult than and he had to over stride every step to keep up with Mitch’s cadence.  

They entered the woods and took cover behind the same tree as the others, dropping Clayton to the musty forest floor.  They caught their breath and Mitch pounded a fist on his left leg, he was developing a cramp and wanted it to go away badly.  The lack of conditioning on the trip took its toll.  He stared into the forest as he recovered, straining his eyes to see into the patchy darkness.  The canopy of trees grew thicker the farther in he looked, and he could only see as far as the field's reflected light showed him.  Still no shots fired.  His breathing settled, and the throb of blood flow by his ears became more audible as he strained them to pick up any other roars from the field.  Mitch felt like a little rabbit hiding from an eagle; like prey.  He hated it.  

After thirty minutes of waiting, he joined Syrena on one side of the trunk and remained on point with her for some time. Periodically he checked his scope to look for signs of movement.  There was nothing big out there, nothing at all.  Just a simple breeze that made the tall grasses shiver and sway.  Clayton had begun to stir a bit, he was breathing and squeezing his Josh's hand.  His brother stayed next to him to watch the innards of the forest and try to coax him awake again.  If anything, his bio n-bots would get rid of blot clots in his brain and heal his wrist quickly, but they had to get him to the med clinic at the colony in due time to make sure.  

No one was talking, not even the birds.  Or whatever lived in the treetops of Edos.  Even with his senses tuned up from the adrenaline, he sensed very little in the way of life getting along in the forest.  Maybe all the creatures were startled and disrupted from the commotion and would carry on when they left.  Whether the world around them was furtively alive or not, it remained pin-drop quiet for too long.  


Mitch was scanning the hills behind the ship when he saw the first blotch of heat appear.  At first, the tiny orange dot peered over the knoll and seemed to study the valley before it.  It abruptly receded back behind the grass for a moment, and then popped back up again.  Two other blotches accompanied it this time and they grew in size as they revealed themselves over top of the hill.  They descended into the valley in the direction of the wreckage.


"Contacts, three figures," Mitch announced in a poised voice.  "Just came over the hill and are heading towards us slowly.  Twelve o'clock.  Can you see 'em?" 

"No, they're too far away.  Zoom in and describe their body features," Kalína responded.


Mitch’s scope magnified the blotches.  It was blurry, so he took a second to readjust.  Once he was dialed in he relayed, "Three figures.  Walking upright on two legs, torso, round head.  They look like humans, these might be our colonists."

"Oh God, they're going to get eaten up out there.  How far away from the ship are they?" she asked.

"They're about fifty yards from the ship.  Pol, I don’t think they couldn’t have heard that thing's roar.  That was like artillery going off.  They just reached the site, I'm switching back."  Mitch changed his scope to the normal white light filter and identified the humans.  "Yep, three guys.  Two have spears and the third has a bow.  They’re wearing ExoSkin, and they look nervous.  They must have known about us coming, did you talk with any of them Pol?"


"Well I didn’t speak with any of them personally, but the AI keeping tabs on the colony said that we should meet up with Adam, he's going to be the leader.  They must have conversed."  

"Alright, well I see two of them checking inside the ship, and a third is inspecting the cockpit.  Pol, they don’t look concerned about the skies, they aren’t checking the environment or anything.  Should we warn them?"


Syrena chimed in, "You would think that after three weeks they would be used to watching their backs, right?"


Josh muttered, "Just let them know where we are, we have to get Clayton out of here."


"Mitch, go talk to them.  We need to know if it's safe," Pol commanded.


"Okay," Mitch got up and moved tactically towards the edge of the woods, darting from tree to tree along the way.  Once he hit the tree line, he took a last scan of the skies and found only clouds and the faint outline of Edos' planetary rings.  He made a move with his rifle shouldered and at the ready.  At first, he hustled to the ship cautiously.  He noticed the dark haired boy point Mitch out to the blonde one who was in the cockpit.  They stood together and called the third man over who had darker skin.  This third man had his bow drawn towards Mitch.  Mitch stared him down with his rifle and slowed to a walk as he entered the site.

"Are you Krine?" the dark skinned man asked Mitch when he came into earshot.


"I’m American." Mitch responded stoically.


"Show your face," the blonde boy insisted with narrow eyes and crossed arms.  All three of them had faces of stone that didn’t do so much as blink.  Mitch remembered his visor was tinted black and was opaque from the outside.  He stopped about twenty feet away from the trio and stuck his rifle to the dock on his back.  The darker man slacked his pull on the arrow and pointed to the ground.  Mitch slowly raised his hands to his helmet and removed it, the dazzling sun shocking his eyes for a moment.  He held the piece of equipment at his side and stood straight, looking all three of them in the eyes.  

"Mitch Kroy," Mitch gave his name like a soldier.


The three men walked up to Mitch in unison, which was daunting at first.  Mitch hadn't guessed at their size because of the grass, but they were tall.  They all were at least six-foot-two, and their lean muscles were salient through the tight ExoSkin.  

The blonde haired guy spoke and extended his hand, "I'm Adam.  This is Jon," he gestured to the dark skinned boy and then the dark haired boy, "And Bear.  Welcome to Edos."  They all introduced themselves, and Adam asked if he was the only survivor.  "We heard Roux so we had to come see what was going on.  Where is the rest of your squad?"

"Back in the trees.  I didn't see what exactly but it did a round with the ship.  One of our guys is hurt so we need to get to your med clinic ASAP."  Seeing that the situation was indeed safe, Mitch called the squad to come out and meet them.  Kalína and Syrena made it out first, Pol and Josh had to carry Clayton.  

When they made it to the site, Adam, Jon and Bear were bewildered at the sight of everyone.  They had indirectly communicated with Pol so they shook hands with him first.  The sight of seeing an elf, two lizards, and a fox lady in combat armor shocked them.  


"The guy who's out cold?  He's pretty big." Adam commented.


"Yep, and he isn't any lighter.  How bad did I miss the village?" Pol asked.


"Well, we're on the other side of the field.  It took a good thirty minutes for us at a run, and I don’t know how long it will be if we carry him.  You know what, Roux can take him.  She owes you that much.  Yeah, Bear, call her in."  Bear pulled out a carved wooden whistle and blew into it forcefully.  The shrill squeal cut into the air and rebounded off the trees.  They waited.


The monster came speeding over the hill and glided close to the ground like a TOW missile towards them.  The squad instantly drew their weapons with strained trigger fingers.  

"Hey whoa!  Chill out!" Adam jumped in front of their barrels with his hands up and made them put their guns down.  "That's Roux!  She's on our side!"


Pol dissented gruffly, "Well son, she tried to eat us not too long ago!  You sure we can trust her?"


"Yeah!  That was a misunderstanding.  She was just being protective.  She saw your ship come in and she went nuts because she thought you were going to hurt us."  Just then, Roux reached the ship, the very prey she tore up under an hour ago.  She reared her wings to stop herself as she came down heavily on top of the husk of metal. Mitch saw before him a terrifyingly beautiful creature.  

Roux stood powerfully on four legs as she folded her translucent dragon-fly-like wings against her back.  Her black and golden streaked fur coat bounced softly on her body.  The fur on her crown was blown backwards from frequent flights revealing eyes of stark contrast to her body.  Those eyes.  They nearly glowed, their austere shade of amber radiated with life and ferocity.   In the center of them lay diamond-cut pupils that adjusted sharply as she studied the group before her.  Mitch noticed that she had an extra pair of similar but smaller eyes just behind the main ones. All four were behind a long snout that protruded elegantly before her with a moist, black honeycomb structure serving as her nostrils at the tip of the snout.  Roux yawned, revealing rows of razor sharp teeth shaped like Exact-o knives.  Mitch noticed that they were identical to the head from Bear's arrow.  Her short, pointed ears folded back on her head as she did this as well.  She did not have a tail, but instead another horizontal fan that was translucent as well.  

It wasn't until she cleaned the two hidden paws that were tucked into her chest when Mitch saw it.  The talon- no, the two talons that hung devilishly from the backside of each strong arm were black and ferocious.  Both arms were positioned with the points facing forwards, strategically placed for her to spear prey as she flew by.  But how could something that big fly with the fragile looking wings she was given?  She was a freak of nature.  Welcome to Edos, Mitch ran through his head again.

Bear's whistle chirped and she hopped down, her muscles rippling under her coat.  She stood the size of a pickup truck next to him, and pleasantly bowed to him as he lowered his head.  He placed a tender hand on her muzzle and they both closed their eyes.  Roux made an audible growl in her throat, seemingly aggravated at Bear's message.  But Bear growled back hoarsely, and she reluctantly consented.  Bear stroked her muscle bound cheek and they broke the contact.  Roux trotted over to Clayton's limp body and gently gathered him in her front paws.  

"She's going to take Clayton back to the med clinic.  We will meet up with them there."


"How did you tell her?" Syrena wondered.  She had been amazed at the gallant beauty of Roux now that her immediate terror had gone.  


Adam replied, "We found out that a lot of the more intelligent animals communicate through exterior synapses somewhere on their heads.  We studied Roux's behavior with her pups and found that hers are just next to her nostrils.  Bear was the first to communicate with her successfully, the nerve endings in our skin actually conduct the nerve impulses fluently."


"And she didn't eat him for a light snack?  How did you manage to domesticate her?" Kalína broke in.


"Oh, she's not domestic.  We just allied with her and her kin- it's a long story.  I can tell you how on the way home, but right now we need to get him out of here."  Clayton proved to be too heavy for her extra killing arms to carry.  So, everyone pitched in to help secure Clayton on Roux's back with some tether they removed from some crates inside the ship.  Bear told her one last thing before they left, and then she took off running down the field.  

Once Roux full speed, she leaped into the air and her wings shot out to catch the air.  They glinted the sunlight and threw it around brilliantly while she glided above the field like flying fish Mitch used to watch from his father's fishing boat.  She came back down at the base of the hill and galloped up to the apex where she took off once more.  She floated down the other side of the hill out of sight.  


"She's a lot prettier when she isn’t trying to tear you apart," Josh said humbly.


"Surry 'bout 'at," Jon said in a heavy Scottish accent with a hearty laugh.  It was the first time he had spoken.  The group fell quiet as they gathered supplies that would be necessary to bring to the village on the first trip.  Two hours had elapsed since the initial landing, and the sun had barely moved.  Mitch gathered everything that he could carry and took a quick breather, finally taking the chance to relax for a few moments and take in what he saw before they set off on the hike through the field.  

A prickly mountain spine jutted into the sky a long ways off, and there was a storm brewing in its vicinity.  The air was as fresh as could be, and he assumed the temperature was nice as well.  His suit regulated his body heat, so he just felt the cool 76 degrees that it created.  A few random tweets and squawks finally seeped through the forest, and quiet songs arose pleasantly from within the tall grasses.  Edos' raw wilderness colliding with pure natural beauty that has been virtually untouched by man accomplished a bittersweet reputation in Mitch's eyes.  It was strange for him to think that Earth once used to harbor life as it did here, primitive and unpolished.  


When Pol gave the signal to move out, Mitch prepared to meet his people as the group stirred and changed gears to head to the village.  
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The hike took an hour and a half at the rate of a walk, but Adam caught the squad up on the colony's progress and major events since they landed three weeks prior.  

The colonists lived off of emergency rations for the first week from not having time to hunt or scavenge for edibles.  They had been given the report on plants that were biologically beneficial for growing and eating, but they had no seeds to plant.  So a farm was out of question at first.  As instructed by two twins that were knowledgeable of survival situations, Adam decided that the first task should be to build a shelter that could aid in protection from the elements and predators.  The colonists began by constructing huts that were big enough to house ten people each overnight.  Five men and five women were each appointed to constructing their own huts.  Wood was gathered from the rim of trees close to 100 yards away that surrounded the village.  A crate containing axes, hatchets, shovels, carving knives, and heavy hammers provided the tools they needed.  

After working during the daytime, everyone slept close to the Med Clinic, taking refuge beneath the building's two mounted automatic turrets.  For extra safety, the men took turns at lookout while the others slept.  Not much sleep was to be harvested however.  The woods at night came alive with horrendous animal noises that bellowed from deep inside the dark forest's belly.  A brave man who Adam later came to know as Bear ventured out close to the village one time because he heard a ruckus coming from wood being tossed around.  He took an axe and brought back a gash on his arm, Adam explained.  Bear chimed in and confessed that it was the most terrified he had ever been, seeing the faint red glow in the eyes of the demonic creature.  It attacked Bear before he knew what was happening, and he instinctively high-tailed it back to the med clinic.  The thing followed him back, and luckily so.  The turrets picked it up immediately and tore it apart just before it did the same thing to Bear.  He got stitched up right away in the med clinic, and they let the attacker be until morning.  When the sun granted adequate light, the beast was brought to the village and inspected.  It was a slender, black skinned creature that was the size of a cougar and had a body structure similar to Roux's minus the wings and cozy fur.  Crimson eyes that did not host a distinct pupil or cornea complimented its ugliness.  On the ground it lay with an open mouth that was split vertically, revealing the Exact-o shaped teeth.  Bear anointed their species the name "Gasher".  It was decided that Gashers were nocturnal hunters that should not be messed with when they were alive.  But could they be eaten?  Some men carried it to the Med Clinic to be scanned by the AI.  The AI approved it of having good meat, so it was butchered and the first meal that involved meat was dispersed amongst the colonists in tiny rations.  It was difficult to feed fifty needy mouths.

All in all, the building of the huts took three days.  Spiked fences were put up around them as a minor blockade against frequently visiting Gashers.  Their yelps at night chilled the colonists to the bone, but the fences offered some consolation.  As for another way to grow closer and strengthen the community, a large fire pit was constructed in the middle of the ring of huts.  It became a custom to gather there just before everyone went to bed.  One of the girls, Kacey, was rumored to sing "Sweet Home Alabama" so beautifully that it even brought Jon to tears sometimes.  The group singing did not begin until the second week however.

Now that the huts were up and strong, hunting and gathering could ensue.  While building the huts, many of the colonists noticed a particular wood that was very hard to work with.  It had a distinct splotchy-gray coloring to its bark that was easily picked out in the forest.  A few saplings were brought back to the village and fashioned into spears.  They were tough to cut with the daggers, but once they were in their shape, they were strong.  Then, once they were taken to be fire hardened, their true potential was realized.  When the cut portion of the shaft was exposed to high heat, a clear resin seeped in excess from the many pores on the spearhead and turned black in the flame.  When the spear was removed from the blaze, the black resin hardened and coated the tip with a smooth and incredibly durable surface that was infused with the pores of the already strong wood.  That is how the small saplings came to be known as Spearwood trees.    As the hunting parties grew more fearless and ventured farther away from the village, more creatures appeared at their disposal.  A shaggy, six-legged, ox-like creature that was listed as a staple animal in the Report became a common kill in the field where they usually roamed.  They were given the nickname Bison, and their long hair could be intertwined together to make bowstring.  The smaller shoots of the Spearwood trees were used for arrows and their leathery leaves were used as fletching.  Soon, the hunting parties had an arsenal of weapons to hunt with.

Adam assigned guys and girls who were ready and willing to hunt into three separate squads of about seven people each.  The rest of the colonists gathered fruits or remained at the village to begin work on the farm.  The gatherers found a stream close to the edge of the forest on the fifth day that terminated the need for the emergency water supplies.  They were able to get quite a lot of work done during the longer days that Edos provided, and after the first week everyone was pretty well settled in given the circumstances.  The five big huts were up, the fire pit was excavated and used as a cooking area, two gardens had been planted, and there was a bow, spear, or axe for every colonist in case of emergency.  

After a while, Mitch heard all he could take in.  He let Pol listen to the rest and get completely caught up.  

As he walked he daydreamed through the field, thinking of days at home.  The grasses reminded Mitch of the unkempt lot behind his beach house that no one would buy.  He spotted a few herds of animals far away in the waist high grass.  A look through his scope revealed the shaggy Bison Adam mentioned, grazing lazily.  Mitch let his mind drift off to other places and his legs to carry him autonomously until he heard Roux's name.  It sounded like a story instead of a bland account, so he returned his full attention to Adam and Bear as they told the tale together.

It was two weeks and a day after the landing that Adam led his hunting party out to the plains where they hoped to kill a bison or two that could sustain them for the next few days.  They stalked a good four miles on the plains and came to a hill that they used as a lookout spot.  It provided a great 360-degree field of vision, and the tall grass provided them dense cover.  Here they perched silently with arrows strung and spears at the ready.  It proved to be a quiet day, the calm before the storm.    Finally, a small herd of five bison came into view.  A bull, three cows and a foal, made their way slowly overtop a hill's ridge 75 yards away and were heading directly towards them. Nervously, anxiously, tensely they waited for the thrill of a hunt.  The herd’s large hulking bodies rocked to and fro as they lumbered across the field like five small vans.  In a few minutes, they would come into range for a group volley of arrows and a charge of spears.  In a few hours, they would be in the hunters' bellies.  But they were not the only hungry ones on the plain.

 
A girl named Evelyn spotted it first, the black figure slinking through the gentle stalks of the field.  It remained low to the ground and so fluid with its movement that it was hard to tell its actual size.  The stalker was with pups, two of them following in the wake the mother made in the grass.  They mirrored her furtive movements, causing them to disappear because of their smaller stature.  They were flanking the bison from their right side, coming from the hunters' left.  As she closed in, the hunters could only watch.  She was a new predator, and they had no idea what she was capable of.  The mother stopped fifty yards away from the bison and sank to the ground.  She disappeared from view entirely.  

"Why did she stop?"  Evelyn asked Adam.


"She's ready to ambush them.  She must be waiting for them to get out in front of her so she can attack them from behind.  She's smart.  Hey look, there's more over there," Adam pointed to seven more trails being cut into the grass heading towards the mother and her pups.  


The Mother popped her head above the reeds to look.  She must have caught their scent.  She was downwind of the new visitors and the hunters were luckily downwind from everyone else.  The mother sunk down below the grass once more and disappeared.  The other seven trails continued their cuts directly towards the pups.  


For some odd reason, the mother let out a short howl that stopped the cuts dead in their tracks.  The Bison halted immediately and studied the grasses around them, wondering where the sound came from.  


Bear leaned over to Adam and whispered, "Great, now the bison are going to flee.  Why would she roar at others of her kind?"


"I don't know Bear.  Something's not right at all."  The Bison stampeded back over the hill, but the wild predators remained motionless.  They were at a standstill.  Like two tomcats staring each other down over a bowl of cream, instead these two groups couldn't see each other.  Yet.


The mother must have communicated to her pups somehow and commanded them to retreat, so they crept silently in the opposite direction of the cuts.  She then let out a thundering roar in an attempt to frighten the unwanted stalkers.  She received a round of hysterical yelps in return.


"No no, no, Gashers?  During the daytime?  They are gonna tear those pups up, it's a seven-to-one fight!" A guy named Eric whispered intensely.

"Adam, we need to help the pups if they get attacked," Evelyn pulled on Adam's arm anxiously.


Just then, the wind reversed direction and blew straight into the faces of the day Gashers.  The pups were separated from the mother now, a fact that was broadcasted just by their smell.  The mother knew this, and she charged.  So did the Gashers.  They barreled through the grass, now revealing them in the open.  They had the same naked skin as the night Gashers, but had a tan striped pattern that blended perfectly with the grass.  The mother roared once more, but this only gave the Gashers a boost of speed as they closed in on the pups that made a futile effort to flee.  

Out of blind anger at the Gashers and caught in the intensity of the situation, Adam led the hunters down to defend them.   As they barreled down the hill, everyone watched as the mother accelerated like a cheetah and then leaped into the air to pounce on the Gashers.  In mid flight, her transparent wings shot out along with her wicked front talons.  She looked like a jaguar from hell with as much anger as there was heat in its fiery depths.  She came down on two of the fiends with talon that skewered through both sides of the Gashers' rib cages.  She tossed the limp bodies at the others, but it had no effect on them.  They had tunnel vision on the scrumptious pups ahead of them.

Adam loosed an arrow at the five Gashers heading full steam ahead.  He missed high and just behind the pack, but two of his partners' arrows hit their mark.  The Gasher that was struck by the arrows tumbled in a heap on the ground with two shafts protruding from its vital organs.  Four left, but they were closing in fast on the pups.  Adam restrung his bow quickly and let another arrow fly, this time striking the lead Gasher in the jaw.  He over compensated, but it was a good hit.  The animal staggered a bit and had a fit over its injury, but it continued the pursuit.  When the team came into spear range, the strongest men launched their deadly bolts into the air.  They were slower and only one Gasher fell.  

The mother had begun another run and was in the air again, closing in on the hounds.  


The hunting party let out a barbaric way cry as they met the Gashers on their left flank, taking them somewhat by surprise.  They yielded hatchets and daggers for close range combat, as the bows would not do much good at this range.  Bear was the first to jump on a creature.  He tackled the Gasher to the grass and wrapped his powerful legs around its torso to jerk the neck into a vulnerable position.  Bear's Ergonium-alloy blade soon found the Gasher's throat and cut deep.  He pulled it from the severed neck as warm, sanguine blood drenched his arm.  He made a final thrust into the area where its heart was located for good measure of its quick death.


Adam and Jon took down another Gasher together, and Evelyn, Eric, and Nico subdued the last.  The mother made it to the scene just in time to see the hunting party taking care of the Gashers in protection of her pups.  She glided over them to see her babies, whom were untouched but panting hard.  

After the last of the Gashers was slain, the seven hunters gathered together and stood before her.  The pups peeped around her huge legs and observed the unfamiliar humans.  The mother studied them as well.  Adam could tell she was smart.  She must have realized that they acted how they did in defense of her own kin, and they used tools.  The new creatures were smarter than she was, and they weren’t attacking her.  They must be friendly.  She made the muzzle-to-muzzle contact with her pups and must have told them she was going to talk with the hunters.


Bear sheathed his dagger in its leather holder and approached the mother slowly and politely.  The mother made her bow of gratitude and offered her muzzle for communication.  Bear gently placed his forehead on her nose and they "chatted" for a minute.  

Status quo Bear broke in, " After we gathered the Gasher meat and brought it back to the village, we introduced her to everyone.  They were a bit surprised at first, as you can imagine.  But we have been allies ever since.  She helps protect us, because she feels eternally in debt to our service of saving her little ones.  She's very sweet, really.  Great mother."


"Why did you name her Roux?" Syrena asked.


"That's the sound her pups make when they call her.  They don't have very big roars yet, so it sounds like Roooooo!" 

"Oh!  That's cute," Syrena replied with a smile.


The group usurped a hill, which brought the village into view down in the small valley below.  There was a tidy commotion going on below, girls and guys attending to chores here and there.  A slender, white tower of smoke rose from the fire pit in the center of the five large huts.  They were bigger than Mitch imagined.  The spiked fence enclosed the whole structure and even wrapped around the med clinic, which was at least thirty yards from the nearest hut.  While they were headed for the front gate it was clear that one or more of the colonists was a natural engineer.  Roux was squatting outside of the gate, so Clayton had already been taken inside.  Josh was anxious to see him, but he had to stay with the squad so they could be introduced.  

When the armor-clad squad entered the gates, an immediate reaction swept through the village.  Everything stopped.  The sound of wood being chopped was halted and conversations were cut off.  All eyes were glued to the black knights that strolled onto the property.  Mitch felt nervous sweat gather in his palms.  This was the moment he dreaded the most before they landed.  Here they were, living in wooden shacks with nothing more than ExoSkin and Bison hides to wear.  Mitch felt like a prince among peasants.  But the peasants were his people, and now he had to meet them.  But, it was official.  The last fifty-two humans in the galaxy were gathered in a single place together.  Mitch couldn’t grasp that entirely.

All at once, the peoples' stone faces disappeared and were replaced by warm smiles.  They left their chores and came to meet the visitors with hearty welcomes.


Mitch noticed at once that everyone had short hair of nearly equal length, even the girls.  He figured they had to get their heads shaved from their brain operations like robots.  All of the guys came up and shook Mitch and Pol's hand first, and then introduced themselves to the more alien squad members.  The girls then gathered shyly and followed suit.  Adam, the clear leader of the colonists, took the squad in to see Clayton at the Med Clinic after everyone was introduced and familiar.  Bear and Jon followed.  There would be plenty of time to get to know each other well now that they were without a way to get back to the barracks.  

Clayton was resting on the nearest bed to the door, which was sanctioned as a universal operating bed for any non-colonists.  Josh placed a solemn claw on his brother's shoulder.


"You still there bud?" he asked gravely.


Clayton peeped open a yellow eye.  "Where else would I be you softy?"


"Ay, there's my old pal.  How do you feel?"


"Good, just taking it easy.  Doctor AI over here works wonders!" 


"Nice.  You just chill out until we find a way home, alright?"


"Oh, don't worry about that, I already sent for a taxi."


"What do you mean man?" Josh became curious.

“I hit the distress beacon in the cockpit to make sure we would get rescued and the colonists would be saved in case we all died.  But I guess you killed whatever was after us so it doesn't matter now,"


"We didn't kill it bro, turns out she's on our side.  Curious of how you got here?" Josh pointed a thumb outside.

Pol muttered with sudden suppressed frustration, "Clayton, are you sure you turned the beacon on?"


"Yeah Pol, don't worry.  I know I got knocked pretty bad, but I made sure it was on!"  Clayton was proud of his mighty achievement.  Pol was not.  He stared at the floor and bit his lower lip, suppressing his growing frustration.  Frustration at what?  Pol pretended to be still paying attention to his boots as he ushered a secretive thought to the squad: Clayton, that beacon is of complete last resort only.  It isn't channeled to the GAN directly, so anyone with as much as a radio can pick it up.  That beacon just lit Edos up like a light bulb and told the whole galaxy that something is going on here.  

Clayton's face grew grim as shame doused his features.  I'm sorry, Pol.  I was just trying to help.


I know.  Thank you for acting on your impulse, it was just the wrong thing to do in this situation.  Let's hope the Krine aren’t paying that close attention.  Pol knew someone would come eventually, the beacon had been broadcasting for a good four hours or more. 

"Adam, can I grab a ride from Roux back to the ship?  I have one last chore to get done before tomorrow," Pol asked trying to sound calm and urgent at the same time.


"Yeah, come on out."  Adam led Pol outside.  Clayton stared through the transparent ceiling.  Even after Pol's attempted mitigating words, Mitch knew he was punching himself inside.  He knew if the Krine came and killed any of the colonists, it would be his burden to bear.

At least you feel better, bro.  If it helps any, I would have done the same thing.  Mitch tried to help Clayton out, but his thoughts were elsewhere.  In Clayton's opinion, activating the signal was unforgivable.  He was too hard on himself.  Any little mistake that could harm others was big to him.  It made him a proficient and effective squad member, but shortened his temper and made him very impatient in his stride for perfection.


"Whut's goon on?" Jon’s question shattered the awkward silence.  


"Just something we forgot at the ship, it shouldn't be a big deal." Mitch answered.

"You all quieted down quite a lot when Pol mentioned the distress beacon," Bear interrogated Mitch.   


What should I tell him, guys?  Mitch asked his mates quickly.


"The truth," Clayton muttered as he broke away from his trance and focused dark eyes on Bear and Jon.  "When our ship was getting torn up, I hit a distress beacon to make sure someone would know to help you guys if we died.  I didn't think about whom exactly would hear the beacon, cause it won't just be the GAN.  The Krine are probably going to send scouts over to investigate the origin of the signal, and they will track it here.  It was my fault.  Pol is going to turn the signal off, even though it might not be much help now."


"How long would it take for them to come?" Bear asked.


"Could be a month, a year, or they might not come at all.  We can’t know for sure."  

Bear's jaw tensed.  "Well at least you're here to help us whether they come or not."  Clayton nodded and returned to gazing at the sky.  The med clinic emptied and left Clayton to resting.  Josh stayed behind to talk with his brother.  


The downer atmosphere poisoned Mitch's thoughts and placed him in an impersonal mood as well.  He abstained from making eye contact with any humans as he accompanied the squad to the fire pit.  Pink streaks of cloud had begun to appear above him, dusk was approaching.  Mitch found a spot up against one of the huts and sat there for a while, watching the flames that had become the heart of the village.  He found peace in them, the orange tendrils reaching up to the heavens and then snapping back down to earth.  Mitch saw this same fire in the hearts of the people around him.  

The blaze of life on earth had been extinguished, utterly wiped out as the last gasp of air for the planet was snatched away by the asteroid.  But, some embers were salvaged.  These people, the last flicker of hope in humanity's flame, were saved.  And now they burned with a new desire and appreciation for life, which shone through their actions.  There was no hatred amongst nations here, no hatchets to be buried.  They rose from the ashes of Earth and have taken full advantage of the fresh start on Edos.  Mitch expected much different circumstances on the way to the new planet, but what he found was astonishing.  He didn't realize at first that what his people had accomplished in such a short amount of time was a miracle after the trauma they endured.  It made him shameful about the way he handled the situation himself.

Mitch looked on as the sun dipped below the wall of trees and filled the sky with mellow colors of jade and light purple.  Chores slowed until the last bit of light disappeared.  Mitch stood up and pushed his hindering shyness to six feet below the grass.  He walked over to join his people around the fire and sing the hymns of a previous life.

Mitch soon found himself next to Kalína and another girl, Isabella.  The evening meal was passed around the fire, roasted bison and a green plant that had a meaty stem.  Everyone called it the Buzzplant because it gave a tingly sensation to the tongue after it has been chewed.  It was one of the staple plants, however, and it grew plentifully by a pond not far from the village.  Ten water sacs were circulated around as well.  There were no utensils and no plates, fingers and large green leaves served well enough.  Mitch wasn't accustomed to singing and eating at the same time, but he soon found it relaxing when everyone else was engaged with him.  The songs included pop hits, religious songs, the national anthem, childhood favorites, and of course Kacey's rendition of "Sweet Home Alabama".  Mitch actually found tears blocked up on the brim of his eyelids from time to time, and Kacey's voice brought them down unimpeded.  Adam's description didn't do her justice- that voice was a force of nature.  After the main course, large blue fruits were passed around the circle.  Mitch watched as those who were served attacked their treats with a ravenous excitement.  He then studied his own treasure with a bubbling curiosity.  

There was no such fruit as this that he had eaten on Earth or any time afterwards.  Its plump, blue skin had faint white swirls here and there, and it smelled sweet even from a few inches away.  Must be dessert, he thought.  In judging the reaction of Syrena beside him, who quietly squealed with delight as she took her first bite, Mitch jumped in.  The turgid skin broke pleasantly as he sank his own teeth in.  They glided effortlessly into the soft and moist flesh inside, and an intense deluge of minty sweetness immediately shocked his tongue.  It came coolly to his mouth as he chewed the plush fruit.  When he drew his mouth away, he looked down to find that the flesh was a gray-white color that reminded him of a snowy winter's sky.  Juice trickled down his chin as he chewed, and his taste buds pulsed with pleasure.  Whatever he was eating was delicious.  He couldn’t wait to go in for more and almost choked on the bite he forgot to finish.  He took another bite.  Once more, the icy rush of the mint enveloped his yearning tongue and he closed his eyes to savor the moment.  


"How do you like it, Mitch?" Isabella had been watching him from the corner of her eye, enjoying his response to the delicacy.


"Oh, this is incredible.  What's it called?  Can I have another one?"


"We found it last week, and called it a blizzard berry.  They grow on plants with huge thorns so they're hard to get to.  But the prize is worth it!  I'd take a blizzard berry over a watermelon any day."  She had a very subtle Italian accent.

"Seriously."  He finished the fruit with a few more huge bites, leaving the pit.  The pits were passed around and placed in a basket, later to be planted in the field close to the village for harvest.  Mitch called for a water sac to wash the last of the fruit from his teeth.  Even though it was the same Luke-warm temperature as the air, the water felt ice chilled as it entered his mouth.  It was another completely new sensation that baffled him and further spiked his intrigue.  

The incredibly sweet aftertaste accompanied Mitch as he made his way to one of the huts with Adam.  He fit snuggly in with the other ten boys and girls whom seemed perfectly normal, not robotic in any way.  

Plush bison hides were strewn over the grass for flooring, and they were surprisingly comfy to even Mitch's regal standards.  He disengaged his armor to get even more comfortable.  Mitch felt a heavy encumbrance lift from his chest as he placed his armor plate against the side of the hut; close enough to get to quickly but far enough away to lose its symbolic gravity.  


Mitch found peace in listening to the stories of Earth and childhoods again.  Everyone in the hut was between the ages of 15 and 18, a statistic that ran true through the whole village.  So they're just kids.  Like me.  The memories flowed like silk from each boy and girl around him.  Mitch dearly missed the sound of a human voice.  Pol's was nice, but it didn’t always fit the bill.  


Sports.  Movies.  High school drama.  All of teenage life's wonders that were once so important to him rushed back to the front of his memory block so he could remember them vividly.  They all seemed so innocent to him now, where the only punishment was a slap on the wrist or grounding.  No one had to die in his old life.  No one did die apart from people in some far off war on the other side of the planet.  The world seemed so big to him back then too.  Other stories were told of traveling and family and…  Eventually the topic fell on relationships.  

It was a touchy topic in the village.  Everyone knew they would have to find a partner and "aid in the repopulation of the species" as the AI reminded them.  But as teenagers, who was actually ready for parenting?  Back in the good old days, the girls talked incessantly about wanting babies because they were cute.  But now with reality thrust upon them, there was no Gap Kids for them to deck out the "cute" babies with.  No, they would have to be real mothers.  And the men would have to be fathers.  That realization was on everyone's mind.  But that stepping stone was still far down the road, and the immediate idea dissolved back into horror stories of dates gone wrong.  


Mitch relaxed deeply amongst the nostalgia, and soon entered the hazy region of consciousness that lies between dreams and reality.  Before he made the final plunge into darkness and dismissed the day for good, a feeling of longing conquered his thoughts.  Something he couldn't shake.  As he lay on the warm, bristled fur gazing through narrow eyes at the pinholes of light seeping through the thatch roof, the only thing on his mind became a pair of emerald eyes that he knew were beholding the same stars that he was.  He remembered the kiss that one night on the shore.  He hadn't thought about it since then, but now he realized that he crossed their un-crossable boundaries.  He broke their impenetrable boundaries as friends.  A sudden, sharp flicker of desire ignited in his abdomen, but it was not enough to save him from the night's grasp.  


Mitch's eyelids obtained the weight of the world, and the stories around him died away.  
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It's from that peace of silence that you never want to wake from.  From the lands where the impossible is casually expected and the common is nonexistent.  Where you can lose friends and fall from cliffs miles high only to find yourself in the safety net of your pillow.  An unfortunate safety net at that, like falling from a summer sunset into an ice bath.  Then reality drips down into your nerves and rouses sore muscles as it jolts you into the daily grunge.  It dampens your excitement of a new day.  At least, that's what happened to Mitch after a concoction of blizzard berry juice and a sac of water defibrillated him.  

Mitch found himself clutching the dagger on the side of his leg that he hadn't gotten to use yet.  Luckily for Clayton and Josh, Mitch wasn't all too familiar with it yet.  They stood above him and glared down with teeth barred in an attempt to look intimidating.  It was futile.  Even if you tape teeth to a teddy bear, you still know it's a teddy bear.  Mitch released the six-inch splinter and pushed the brothers away with an agitated moan.  "It's too early for that crap."


"Breakfast has come and gone, my friend.  You slept like a stoned rock!"  Clayton retorted.  Mitch observed that he was the only one sleeping in the hut, and the tinkering outside was the sound of afternoon chores.


"You're not kidding are you?" 


"Nope, now get up beautiful."  Mitch followed orders and hopped to his feet.  

"Well, I'm glad you're alive Clayton." 


"Thanks man, I appreciate it."  Mitch moved reluctantly at first, but gradually got more excited to assimilate into village life and see what all the daily grind consisted of.  He left his gun and armor in the hut, but brought his knife.  

The sunlight was intense, and it was a warmer than the day before.  There was little breeze so the heat stuck, and his ExoSkin absorbed every ray of sunlight that hit him.  He spotted the girls over by the garden, instructing a few humans on proper farming techniques.  Pol was supervising and occasionally pitching in with the woodcutting for new huts and buildings.  Clayton and Josh made their way to the furs and meats portion of camp where the night's meal was already being prepared.  Mitch had no sense of direction as to where to go until he ran into Adam.


"Hey, Adam, what can I help out with?" 


"Hey man.  Um, I just got a group together to get the rest of the supplies from the ship.  Care to join?"  Adam held out a thick leather sack to Mitch.  They would need all the help they could get.


"Yeah, what else am I good for?" Mitch joked.


"A gun.  Bring it and maybe you can teach us a thing or two." Mitch nodded and shuffled back to his hut to garner supplies.  


He returned to the group with his armor on and powered up for extra carrying strength, and attached the rifle to his back plate.  All provisions were accounted for: a water bladder and carrying sac for each man, six bows strung taught and five arrows per quiver.  Three spears were also brought, making the moving men look more like a war party.  "Ready?" Adam asked.


"Yup.  So are we going hunting too?"


"Ha, not necessarily.  We quickly learned that we must be prepared whenever we go out of earshot from the village.  Eight armed men should be able to defend themselves from just about anything in the daytime, but you never know.  Now that we have the walking tank with us, I'm confident we'll be all right.  Kind of wish we had that luxury a while ago," Adam said.  Mitch sensed a notion of spite in his tone, and it made him uncomfortable.  Adam turned back to the meadow and sent the trip rolling with a "Sally on, boys."

The meadow was empty again, only a few flying creatures high above bothered to give the young men any attention.  By the time the ship was reached, Mitch had dipped in and out of daydreams, putting the concerns of danger far behind him.  The slaughtered carcass of an old engine lay long since chilled in front of the opening of the ship.  The cockpit was still a few yards away, and the gnarled metal it used to be connected with jutted saliently from the edges of the main cabin.  Mitch approached the cabin, but could not see inside.  The reflection of the sun off of the metal forbade his eyes to adjust to the shadows inside the ship.  Anything could be lurking in there, maybe a pack of Gashers or something else Mitch hadn't heard of yet.  


Not wanting to risk the health of the men around him by trudging on in, he looked for something to toss inside and stir the stagnant darkness around a bit.  He spotted a spoiled can of green beans that was to be used for planting.  As he reached down, he heard a loud CLANK come from inside the ship.  His drew his rifle and was on his knee in a split second, ready for the clawed beast to come at him.  He glanced to his right and saw Adam looking down at him with a raised eyebrow.

”Did you-- did you throw something Adam?" asked Mitch.


"Why yes-- I did throw something.  Don’t get your panties in a bunch dude."  Mitch relaxed, but he still held his barrels into the blackness.  

"Throw something else boss," Mitch said in return to Adam's comment.  Adam picked up a rotten potato and hauled it into the back wall of the ship making a hollow THUD.  Still nothing.  Mitch checked his thermal scope, but there were no heat signatures apart from the roof that faced the full force of the sun.  "Looks clear to me, guys."

"Go ahead tank, check it out just in case."  Mitch waited for one of the other men to step up to the plate, but all eyes were on him.  


Oh yeah, I'm the walking tank.  Mitch slid his helmet on and closed his visor to become impenetrable, and switched his rifle to AS.  "Moving in."  

"You don't have to tell us that, we can see you just fine," one of the men outside said.


"It's protocol."  Mitch took careful steps up to the gaping hole, making sure not to step on anything that would break loudly.  Once on metal floor, his boots made barely detectable tinks with every step he took.  He made a quick scan of the room with his infrared and found nothing.  Nothing to see but the darkness he was slowly adjusting to, nothing to hear but his own steps.  But there was something to smell…  Something rancid.  Droppings.  Mitch pointed the scope down to the floor, and around his feet were small green dots against the blue floor.  Tiny droppings were littered everywhere, and now that Mitch noticed the bitter stench commanding his nostrils, he wondered what was small enough to have such little poop, but big enough to have so much of it?  It was only natural that he looked up.  As soon as Mitch switched on his tiny helmet light, and the whole ceiling caved in on him.  

Mitch fell to the ground and a terrible screeching erupted from the silence, high pitched grating and shrill squeaks protruded through his kinetic shields, into his armor, and then deep down to the marrow of his emotions.  Terror flooded his vision.  Chaos and black objects flying in every direction.  Mitch pushed and shoved his arms out to hold the wall away as it came down on him, but there was little resistance.  His suit was either more powerful than he thought, or the ceiling was very light.  Apart from his hands, the flying objects bashed his armor all over his body and he could hear small pebbles hitting his visor.  Even with it on, his eyes were closed in waiting for the ceiling to finish collapsing.  The head splitting squeaks and rushing air rushing past his head continued. 

What was more disturbing to him than dying was that he wasn't dead yet.  He felt no injuries or pain, so perhaps he was paralyzed.  Could he still see?  He peeped both eyes open and found among papers, dust, and flying poop, hundreds of transparent, veined wings.  Bats!  Mitch got up to his feet after assuring himself that it was merely a wall of small animals that fell on him, and there were no large objects on top of him.  Out of the cabin he stumbled, into the unforgiving sun that blinded him for a few seconds.  The bats remained inside, hiding from the light.  

When Mitch came to, his visor was scratched he still had the waft of fecal matter lingering in his system.  "Scratch that, I don't think it's clear," Mitch said, trying to stay cool.


Adam was shaking his head.  "Dang it, man dang it.  That place is a thorn bat nest now for sure.  No going in there for a while."


"What the heck is a thorn bat?" asked Mitch anxiously.


"Think of a miniature Roux mixed with a bat.  They live in swarms, and their sole purposes in life are to eat, poop, and sleep in caves.  I guess this is their new cave, but they won't leave because of the sun.  Sometimes they come out at night to eat us, but they've stayed away since we got the bonfire going.  We don’t mess with them, and they’re awful to eat.  Not much meat to begin with, and they have so many parasites that the stuff you do manage to find is full of bugs anyway."

Mitch was in disbelief.  They sound little demons straight out of Satan's hand basket of horrors.  And the newfound scratches on his visor must have been from the talons they use for hunting.  If he didn't make that last minute wardrobe adjustment, even jokingly, he would have lost his eyes, and probably his life.


"Well what do we do now?" asked Mitch.

"'Ave any 'nades?" Jon asked.

"Any what?"



"Grenades!" Jon was now excited and anxious.


"No I don't.  Just this gun and a knife."


"Smoke 'em out," Adam commented.  "Make a small fire and fill the cabin up with smoke, they would escape for air before worrying about the sun."

"And if the ship burns up?"

"Don't let it," Adam concluded and made his way to a patch of dead grass for kindling.  He gathered an armful of crackling stalks and hauled them to Mitch.  He dropped them at the Tank's feet and ushered him to drop them off in the ship.  Luckily, the bats didn't have it out for the dark knight and let him be, unsuspecting of his machination.  "What kind of bullets does that gun shoot, Tank?" asked Adam.


"It has two modes.  You can switch between the .75 caliber GeniusRounds or energy projectiles."


"Which type would be the best to light the grass?"  
Mitch thought about his options for a second.  The assault rounds would provide the energy, but it would be too quick of a process for the grass to catch.  He would have to use one of the sniper rounds, but which one?  The standard titanium rounds wouldn't provide enough of a spark, and the explosive rounds would just blow a hole in the ship.  Mitch ejected the cartridge he had in currently and examined each bullet.  There were ten rounds total, five standard, two explosive, one deep impact round, one cyanide gas emitting round, and a coated incendiary round.  Bingo.


"I can use the incendiary round here.  But I only have one, so we have to go for broke.  Any objections?"

"You have my green light," Adam looked to the others who gave him nods of affirmation.


"Okay," Mitch sent an impulse to the gun and called for the incendiary round.  He could feel the smooth operation of the bullets rearranging in the complex magazine and then settling into place abruptly.  A bright red "INC" flashed on his scope, telling him what he already knew.  Mitch took aim about a foot before the brush pile, guessing he would have a better chance of lighting the bundle from the splash of the flames.  "Here goes nothin'."  
Thunder erupted from the large upper barrel and was directly followed by the bolt of lightning that struck the metal to create a brilliant orange splatter.  The searing hot chemicals of the incendiary mixture blossomed into an all-encompassing splash that spread itself over the back wall.  Yes, the grass caught.  But other items caught as well.  The trace amounts of methane within the droppings ignited with a stark green flame and exploded like popcorn kernels.  Some just fizzed out and sizzled, but what they all had in common were the fumes that were given off.  Pungent would be an understatement to the hazes that rose up to clog the lungs of the winged freaks on the ceiling.  The glow remained vibrant, and Mitch could see the heat waves radiating out of what has become a giant oven.  Papers, clothing, electrical equipment, fabrics, anything exposed that could burn was demolished by the glowing chemicals and sent swirling towers of smoke and embers to the ceiling.  The concoction of fumes became unbearable for some of the guys and they had to step up-wind.  Adam wretched a few times himself, but he wanted to make sure he saw the retreat of the thorn bats.  His wait would be in vain.

The makeshift oven was left to settle down for a few minutes before Mitch was sent in to ascertain why the bats never left.  Assault rifle at the ready, he engaged his headlight and stepped into the wreckage.  The septic aroma still managed to trickle into his helmet, and it was smoky where the air was stagnant. However, even through the fog of war Mitch could see a pile of small, freakish bodies strewn all over the floor.  The new smelly mixture of seared flesh and membranes introduced itself to Mitch's stomach.  Mitch gagged and retreated from the gory tomb, signaling that it was truly clear to the group.  


He barely got his helmet off in time to throw up all of his lunch and cough out the fumes on the side of the ship.  Apparently, his helmet didn’t have a filtration system…  Lesson learned.  "So I’ll be doing the dirty work from now on, huh?" Mitch pondered out loud as he wiped his mouth.

"You didn't come here to play golf, did you?" Adam retorted.


"Well no.  But I think I would rather be in a clubhouse sitting on a sofa than out here living like a caveman."


Adam stood in amazement.  "Are you kidding me?  You arrogant son of-".  Mitch meant this as a caustic joke, but as soon as the sentence daringly left his lips, he reached the point in conversation that you can’t turn back from.  A wave of pure hatred consumed Adam's face and he lurched forward with frightening speed and inertia.  Adam tackled hard, and let out a tremendous yell in Mitch's face.  Mitch's arms were pinned to the ground by his attacker's iron legs and his helmet-less face was open to punches.  


Adam landed two solid hooks on Mitch's left jaw before he attacked Mitch with words.  "You ignorant piece of crap, who the hell are you to come here and say that?"  Another slam to the left cheek and Mitch could already taste blood.  "We are hanging onto the thread of life right now, marooned here on this God-forsaken planet and stripped of everything we had and even what we thought could never be taken away."  Adam's accusing finger that he now used to accentuate every harsh syllable hurt more than the three punches ever could. “You are supposed to be brave.  You are supposed to lead us to safety.  YOU were supposed to be a hero!"  Mitch knew he was anything but a hero, especially to his own people.  In a time when he was supposed to step up and become the leader, to love and guide his needy brothers and sisters to safety, the role he was playing was beyond unacceptable.  

"At least help me, Mitch," his roaring had lessened in volume to a tone that he pushed through gritted teeth.  "I am the person everyone looks up to right now.  To know what to do, to defend them from the unknown, to be un-fearing.  But I'm just a kid too.  We're all just a bunch of damn kids.  I know as much as they do and am just as scared.  You're the soldier, not me."  The pressure on Mitch's arms went away and Adam stood above him condescendingly.  "Have a heart man, don't leave us like this."  

He walked back to join the group in searching for salvageable things.  No one came to help Mitch up, but he could feel searing glares from a few others who probably wanted to blow up on him too.  Mitch pushed himself up to a sitting position and massaged his jaw, though it brought little comfort.  The real pain radiated from his heart.  Now he knew that the malice Adam held for him was rooted in not only jealousy but also disappointment, the latter pulling all the more heavily.  

"Adam…" 


"Don't even start, I'm too pissed right now.  I'll tell you when we can talk."  Mitch obeyed so as not to fan the flames, but there wasn't much to pick up.  The chemical burned up almost everything useful.  Mitch failed yet again.

After a good half hour of scavenging in silence for anything useful, the sun put an end to the operation.  The reek from the bat corpses was unbearable, and there were little to no items left.  The group adjusted their bearings and headed back for home with lugubriously empty carrying sacks.  Adam instructed Bear and Jon to lead the way home, and he stayed behind to talk with Mitch.  For the first two minutes of the conversation, they merely acknowledged each other.  Mitch wanted Adam to serve first.

"Why are you here, Mitch?  What is your…  Mission?"  The ball was in Mitch's court.


"Well, we're here to help you guys.  And I needed to meet everyone who survived.  I mean we are the last 52 of our species.  I guess we came to make sure you all got settled in right and were safe and capable of surviving out here,"


"Have you ever thought about how stupid and unrealistic that is?"


"What?"


"Open your eyes man.  That's what's wrong with you. You're living in a dream.  You haven’t had to accept that this is real life as much as we have.  You have been pampered, Mitch.  We have been kidnapped and dropped off in Jurassic Park with only a pat on the back and an incentive to live, because life is the only thing we have left.  Did you ever see Jurassic Park?"


"Yeah a few times,"


"What was the main goal of the people being chased by dinosaurs?"  
"To escape?" Mitch paused and bit his lip.  He didn’t want to say the wrong thing again.  

"Yes.  Escape.  And they couldn’t just walk out of it when the going got tough, could they?  They had to hide and protect each other until the lifeline came- the helicopter.  You we're supposed to be the lifeline, Mitch.  We have been hiding from this whole planet, fending for our lives every minute of the day.  We stuck it out for a whole month waiting to be rescued, our only hope of a better life.  I almost died to the world when I found out Roux wrecked the ship, and I had to make sure she didn't kill you guys too.  When we got to the crash scene that day, and found you alive, it was a second chance.  We could still be saved even if we don't have the ship because we realized you guys could call in another one.  But then, I noticed the size of the one you came in on.  It was small.  Cramped for ten people maybe, but fifty?  That was out of the question.  After I thought about it the first night, I realized something very horrible- you didn’t come to bring us back.  No, rescuing us wasn't even on the agenda.  We must have already been "rescued".  Turns out, you guys just came to make sure we weren't dead.  And since we were lucky enough to be alive, you went ahead and taught us how to plant potatoes and brush our teeth.  Not much of an incentive to live, is it?  It's actually pretty damn demoralizing.  And I bet you didn't even know that's what we were expecting, or at least wishing for with everything we had, did you?"  

Adam's words stung Mitch deeply.  Irreversibly so.  His heart wanted his mouth to pour out apologies and regrets for being so blind to what he would have needed in the same situation.  How could he not have seen that the plan was an awful idea in the first place?  It almost seemed like they were involved in some kind of test, just to see how long they could live in philistine conditions.  Edos wasn't meant to be a safe haven for repopulation; it was a test for the survival of the fittest.  Mitch didn't pick up on that notion for even a fraction of a second.


He was turgid with shame, and his teeth were tightly clenched as he stared into the endless grasses that surrounded them.  He couldn’t reply to Adam right then.  What could he say to account for his unmistakable ignorance?


"So why didn't you come to rescue us?"  Adam pressed.  This thought never crossed his mind beforehand, but Mitch overheard Pol chatting about it to Kalína on the way to Edos.  She isn’t even human and she cares more about them than Mitch does.  The thought of that being true nearly brought him to his knees.  


Without even the will of intention, a few words managed to stumble out of his mouth, "I think…  Pol said you had to stay here because it's off the radar.  No, not that.  He said you guys had to be off the charts.  That no one was to know of your existence until a ways down the road.  When we could fend for ourselves again as a strong species."


"And that doesn't affect you?  Do you not find that excuse undeniably lame?  The galaxy is a big place.  If the 'GAN'," he said with his fingers "cared so much as to rescue us from certain death, why would they drop us off here in this God-forsaken nightmare?  It might be in a different location and will probably take longer to kill us all off, but it's still the same outcome in the end."  

"Pol said you guys we're supposed to reproduce to save the population," Mitch said weakly.  He realized how dehumanized each of his motives for coming to Edos turned out to be after he mentioned them one by one.  It was pathetic.

"This isn't a damn science experiment, Mitch.  We might be teenagers, but we're not just going to just start having sex with each other because it's what we are "supposed to do".  Please don’t tell me you we're considering that as a viable option too," Adam now looked to Mitch with pleading eyes.  Mitch knew the truth, but he couldn’t show it.  He probably couldn’t lessen Adam's faith in him anymore than he has already, but it wasn't worth trying.  Mitch really just wanted to apologize to Adam for being so robotic and blurred in his judgment.  He wanted to blame it all on the shellshock that stemmed from losing his family, friends, and planet all at once.  But everyone else there had experienced the same thing, and he had had it like gravy compared to what these kids had to deal with so far.  Truth be told, there was no excuse.

"I'll talk to Pol about it.  This is too screwed up for me to even want to think about right now.  We can move everyone to the barracks probably, or a bunker somewhere outside a big city.  We can get you all to blend in I'm sure."


"Don’t bother dude.  I noticed there was an SV1 painted on the side of the ship.  I thought it was important, so I remembered it.  Then I overheard Pol tell Clayton yesterday that 'there's an SV1 on the way here as we speak'.  We are staying put."


"Don't say that, we can just send another ship and pick everyone up, no sweat." Mitch reassured Adam and even himself.

"Why was that not done in the first place?  It won’t be that easy-"


"It will be that easy.  Once Pol hears that testimony from you and the others, he'll change.  I don’t think even he is that obdurate."  Adam let out a long, deep breath.  It was still strained, but there was relief in it somewhere.


"Thanks man.  At least I can work with hope.  Sorry about your face, I was caught up in the moment," Adam narrowed his eyes and caught himself.  "No, you deserved it," he finally said in good humor.


"Yeah I did.  Let's get you guys the hell out of here."  The soldier and the leader shook hands and rejoined the pack.  


All was peaceful for the time being.  The grasses whistled politely at the boys passing by and the sun had long since departed high noon.  Mitch guessed that there were about five hours left of sunlight left, and it was the nicest time of the day in his opinion.  The way the sun bounced of the waxy stalks and leaves around him at pleasant angles highlighted the foliage with pleasant golden glows.  Even a few flocks of flying creatures emerged from the forest to chatter about the day's on-goings above them.  From a distance, Mitch could hear the baying of a day Gasher or two, and the deranged cry of its prey.  Somebody got lunch, Mitch thought to himself.  Just then, his forearm buzzed and a beep was heard in his ear.  Someone was trying to contact him.

"Go ahead," he said aloud.


"It's Pol.  Bring the kids home now.  There has been a change of plans," the gruff voice placed emphasis on now so Mitch knew to book it.  


Pol met them outside the gates with the rest of the squad and pulled Mitch aside, who was panting from the ten-minute gallop, and sent the others inside.  "Why do you have a black eye?"


"Adam and I had to discuss some things," 


"Well I hope you're best of friends now.  I got a message from Commander Leeds.  He was the officer at the barracks who gave us clearance for this mission.  Within the message lay a recording from one of the Krine fleet commanders, Captain Dreivous Stalpimay.  Listen," Pol pressed an icon on his wrist screen and a voice played in Mitch's ear.  This is Captain Dreivous Stalpimay of the first battle fleet of the Krine forward battalion.  It has been divulged to me that you are in possession of an undisclosed amount of humans on the terrestrial planet Edos.  You are to terminate the parasites at once or decisive action will be taken against your forces.  You have been warned, and have twenty hours to comply or consequences will be enacted.  The voice went to static and the message cut off.

Pol asked, "Did you understand that?"  Mitch was once again too shocked to answer.  Clayton's signal must have been picked up already.  But, how would they know that the humans were here and the GAN was protecting them?  He pressed his lips together and nodded his head.  "Alright.  Well no, we aren’t going to kill these people.  We will have to risk a lie and see what becomes of it.  The Krine have been threatening offensives for months now, and this might just be the excuse they need to engage us.  But you heard him.  They know we're here on Edos.  We can't leave them here and risk the Krine coming in to hunt them down, so I called for a transport ship to make it here double time.  Don't tell the colonists yet, but we're looking at a total evacuation."

The previous items Pol said buzzed in one ear and out the other, but the last tangent hung sweetly on the edge of Mitch's thoughts.  A polar shift had just occurred, and it was all for the better.  A total evacuation.  Evacuation.  Rescue.  

He couldn’t wait to assure Adam that his choppers were on the way.  
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"How much time do we have?" Adam asked with bright eyes.  

"The message said 20 hours to confirm that we killed everyone, but outside of that we have no idea how long it will be until they send a scout over to check and see if the job was finished or not.  Is everything packed up?" asked Mitch as he neatly placed his armor plate next to his rifle.


Adam looked at him critically.  "There's really not much to take."


"Oh, yeah."  Mitch stopped for a second to browse the hut and check for any other loose ends to be organized.  He didn’t have much in the way of packing either, his ball and record book were both burned in the thorn bat purge.  "Well I didn't know if you wanted a souvenir pinecone or anything,"


Adam scoffed, "I appreciate your concern, but the less of this I can bring with me the better.  When will the ship get here?" 


"Two days after tonight.  They're being sent from a checkpoint planet that's a lot closer than the barracks."  Mitch switched to Pol over the link.  "Pol, anywhere you need me?  All two of my things are out and ready to go.  What are we doing about the med-clinic?"  


Pol answered gruffly, "The clinic stays here, and were not to touch it.  Just make sure you're ready for when we tell everyone, I know you already told Adam and that's fine.  Just let me break the big news.  There's not much to do for now, but I need your help for a second."

"Yeah sure, what's up?"


Pol seemed to growl lowly.  "I’ve lost my damn cigars." 


Mitch couldn't help but to laugh.  The man loved his smokes.  "I'm sure there will be plenty when we get home, sir."  


"You better be right Kroy, if you burned them up in that thorn bat rave I'll do the same to you.  Just peep an eye for them around camp," he cut off and went back to work somewhere.


"Roger that," Mitch responded to the air in front of him.


"Was that Pol?" Adam asked behind him.


"Yeah, he just wanted to remind me that he wants the glory when everybody hears about the evacuation.  And he can't find his smokes."


Adam's eyes widened.  "What about his smokes?"


"He can't find them, thinks he left them on the ship."


"Crap," Adam chuckled.  "I think Bear had the last of them on the way back from the supply gathering trip."


Mitch stopped breathing for a second.  "He's serious about those things, man.  I've never seen him without one.  Just keep this between you and me and maybe bear can keep his teeth."


"Got it."  Another secret to be kept between the two.  Adam pulled his leather waistband tight and led the way out into the evening twilight.  It had cooled off considerably since the midday visit to the ship, and Mitch's nostrils had since stopped stinging.  Although the breeze was dead, the mouthwatering aroma of bison on the spit managed to mingle with hungry noses around camp.  Mitch made his way out and stretched.  His jaw was still stiff from the wake-up call but he resisted rubbing it, just in case any of the boys were watching him.

Jon was turning the spit every now and then, keeping an experienced eye on the condition of the meat.  He had cooked for his family in Scotland time and time again because of his parents' work, he told Mitch one night.  Even though he hadn't always cooked it on a spit, lamb was his specialty.  The meats were very similar in texture and build, so Jon immediately took the job for preparing it for everyone.  A whole leg was being roasted, enough to provide plenty and more for everyone in the camp compared to the normal morsels.

That was another thing that Mitch regretted.  The amount of food they had at hand had to be husbanded so carefully to make sure they had enough for their next meal in case the boys failed a hunt.  At the barracks, every soldier was kept at peak condition.  It was scary to Mitch to think that he nearly allowed them to live so close to the edge like that when they should instead have been treated like royalty.  Humans had a huge task at hand, and living like paupers would have made it impossible.


Mitch approached Jon, "Smells good bud, do we get to split a whole leg tonight?"  


"Yeh, Adam told me to prepare a hearty ration for supper.  Said somethin' biggus about to 'appen, I'm excited!"

You don’t even know.  "Awesome man, well this looks fit for a king.  We all appreciate it," Mitch said with a smile.

"Oh, it's nuthin' reelly," Jon tried to sound humble.  "Oi, there's milady with the secret ingredient," Kacey snuck up on the two of them with a bag of powder.


"Got your spices Johnny boy!  Tasted like something Cajun, I dunno," she handed the bag to him.


"All the better, love."  Seeing as the lovebirds no longer noticed him, Mitch found something else to occupy him with until the smell drove him mad with hunger.  It was utterly tantalizing.


He saw Kalína squatting by the stream that ran along the outside of the camp filling up water sacs for the meal with two other girls.  Mitch viewed it as a prime opportunity to work on something and get to know some of the girls.  He strolled up behind them slowly and grabbed Kalína's shoulder strongly whilst yelling, "Bah!"  She jumped and almost dropped the water sac she was filling, cussing sharply under her breath.  


"Easy, chief," Mitch giggled as she looked up at him sternly.


"Oh, it's you.  What do you want boy?"

"Well scaring you was what I wanted to do, now I'm open for hire."


"Yeah well how about you sit your sorry butt down and do something productive?" she patted the space beside her and threw an empty sac at his chest.  Mitch took a seat between Kalína and the girl he sat next to at dinner the previous night.  


"Isabella!  Good evening,"


"Hello Mitch, how are you?" her voice was so poised it threw Mitch off guard.  


"Great, just great.  Hungry though,"


"Oh my God, same here," The girl on the other side of Kalína put in her two cents.  "Hi Mitch, I'm Chelsea!" Chelsea waved at him.  Mitch must not have met her yet.


"Nice to meet you, Chelsea."  Mitch dipped his sac into the brook and let it fill with water.  It was surprisingly cool and clear.

"This water's freezing!" Mitch noted.


"Yes, it is snowmelt from that mountain," Isabella pointed to a snow-capped mountain emerging above the trees not too far off.  "It doesn't stay this cool for long though because of the skins.  That's why the blizzard berries help, they make it feel very cold.  Actually," Isabella tied up her sac and placed it by the pile of others.  "I think we are about finished, Mitch once you finish with that one, will you come get the berries with me?"


"Gladly," Mitch filled the sac until it was stout and placed it with the rest.  Isabella handed him a larger bag like the one he took to get supplies from the ship.


"It is just this way into the woods," her voice was as sweet as the berries they would pick.  They reminded him of his mother during the good times when he was little she would speak to him the way every mother should speak to her child.  It was calming and cool, almost angelic.  
She wound through the enormous trees and wiggly shrubs here and there with confidence.  She knew the path by heart, even in the descending darkness.  Isabella was the retriever of berries, the ice cream woman in a way, delivering sweets to excited children.  It was a good ten-minute walk to the magical plant, and Mitch could smell it before he could see it.  

The plant was loaded, its fruit bearing heavily on the branches at the thin points.  At the center, the stalk was as thick as Mitch's neck and covered with a blood red bark that was layered like muscle.  The most profound appendage of the plant however, was the thorns.  Sticking out in every direction were four to twelve inch thorns, the biggest of which were at least three inches thick at the base.  They too were coated with the muscle like bark up to the tip, where a glossy black tip jutted out, intended for instantaneous puncture.  Human hands were small enough to weave through the defenses safely, but anything bigger would find it an impenetrable defense mechanism.

"Those thorns are impressive!" Mitch commented in awe.


"The risk is great, but the reward is greater.”

"I agree.  So how many berries do you usually get?  Fifty?"


"I always get more than we need, but yes around fifty." Isabella nodded.  They began to pick slowly and carefully, placing each treasure softly into the sack.  


"So where were you from?" Mitch asked as they worked.


"Well, my family lived in California, near San Diego.  I lived with them during the summers and attended a boarding school in New Hampshire during the rest of the year.  Much different weather you can imagine.  It was so beautiful in the fall though, when all of the leaves changed to gold and the air was crisp.  My mother sent me a new jacket every year.  She sprayed them with her perfume too, so I could always feel her close to me.  Rose.  She always used the rose."  Isabella stopped on her memory for a moment.  "I'm sorry where are you from?" she returned.


"I'm from California just outside of Santa Monica," Mitch smiled at the familiarity that registered on her face.


"Oh, well that's only a stone's throw down the road," she glistened.  Mitch nodded, and they went back to work.  Mitch had counted twelve berries picked, and Isabella must not have been far off.  The sack had been filled only a third of the way up, and they were more than halfway done with the job.  There would indeed be plenty and more for desert that night.

"Do miss your family?"


Mitch sighed and fidgeted with a ripened berry.  "Like nothing else.  I was abducted before the meteor was sent to earth, before anyone even knew about it.  I never got to say goodbye to them.  I feel so guilty about not telling them how much I love them one last time, and it hurts every second I think about why those wretched freaks who sent the rock were able to take that from me.  They were so innocent, they didn't deserve it."  Mitch again turned sour from thinking about it, but he wasn't about to go off on a rampage again.  

"I'm so sorry Mitch."  Isabella must have wanted to share her side of the story or else she wouldn’t have asked him.  After years of consoling Kali, whether it was for real or not, he figured out that's how girls tended to work.  

"What about you, did you have any brothers or sisters?" he asked.

"Yes, two little brothers and three little sisters.  I was the oldest of six and I didn't say goodbye to a single one of them either."  Mitch looked over and caught her glance, but she looked away just as the tears struck.  "It was the night I was abducted and my parents were out on a date.  They never went out on dates, but it was their anniversary.  I was supposed to babysit.  I was also asked to go to a birthday party at my friend Marcelo's house.  When my parents left, I told my little sister Elia to watch the kids and that I would be back by midnight, an hour before my parents.  Everything was okay until cops crashed the party and found booze in the kitchen.  I hadn't picked up a drink the whole night until a few seconds before they dropped in, and they caught me.  I had to call my parents so they could pick me up in jail.  They came straight from their dinner and bailed me out.  I ruined their night.  Probably even their year.  Their trust in me was gone."  The tears were coming steadily now.  "They made me sleep outside that night.  And I didn't even get to say thank you to little Elia for covering for me.  I was grabbed in the middle of the night while they were still sleeping, and I was helpless to whatever took me.  It all happened so fast!  Do you think you know guilt?  I should have been the one left there.  Why didn't they take my sister?  Eh?  Why didn't they take everyone else in the world but me?!"  The berry she was holding burst under the pressure of her fist, and she yelled into the darkness.  The guts dripped to the forest floor to join her tears.

Mitch moved in instinctively to cradle her against his chest.  He felt the sobs rack her body as he held her tightly.  "Sh.  Hey, it's okay.  It's okay."  He felt his shoulder moisten as Isabella pressed her face into him hard, and her fingers squeezed his forearms tightly.  If Mitch felt awful about leaving his family in good graces, Isabella must have been torn to pieces.  Slowly he rocked her back and forth, brushing his fingers through her hair to soothe her.  It's a wonder none of these kids were completely broken down when Mitch arrived.  He was expecting nothing less than somber at every glance.  But now he could see how superficial that mask of confidence was.

"You just don't know how it feels to say goodbye for the last time with a slammed door.  I would give anything to see them again,"


"I know you would.  All I can tell you is it will happen someday.  You'll see them again someday."


"In heaven," she sounded like a small child as she sniffled on his shoulder.


"Where there's no worry or war."  Mitch’s parents took he and Sarah to church a few times when they were little, but they never stayed with it well.  Mitch only remembered a few things about God, Noah's Ark, and Heaven from Sunday school.

"Do you believe in God, Mitch?"


"I used to."


"Why?  You believe in heaven."


"I think if God was as great as he's built up to be, he wouldn't have let this happen.  He wouldn't have let so many people die without reason."  Isabella stopped to think for a few seconds as her crying slowly came to a stop.  


"I think you should still believe."


"Why's that?" Mitch asked slowly.


"Because I believe he sent an angel like you to save us.  Or at least to save me."  An angel.  She compared him to an angel.  

"I’m no savior.  But, thank you Isabella," he hugged her tightly and then released his hold on her so she could pick her head up.


Now face-to-face, she replied, "No, Mitch Kroy, thank you.  You are a true blessing," she leaned in and planted a quick kiss on his cheek.  When she drew back, she rubbed her puffy eyes and let out a sharp breath.  "Ay! Diós, I hate crying.  Let's finish so we don't miss dinner, huh?"  This she said with her former poise and composure.  Mitch nodded assent and proceeded to pack the berry bag.  It was a quieter process this time around.

The walk back was spooky, but that's why Mitch was there.  He gave his dagger to Isabella to hold while he carried the plump bag.  Each fruit felt like a small bowling ball tightly packed into the thick hide sack.  A few night Gashers stopped by to yelp and taunt at them, but they only provided an audible nuisance.  Their eyes helped them stand out against the ghostly underbrush, glowing from the faint shimmering of the moon.

The bonfire raged at the heart of the camp and Mitch could hear gleeful chatter from quite a ways off.  They must have already started eating, or did Pol already share the news?

Bear met the berry pickers at the gate and brought them in, taking the sack off of Mitch's shoulders.  


"Dang man, did you lose count?  Must be enough here to feed us twice!"  Mitch just noticed the huge grin come across his face.  The prospect of seconds must be terrific to a big guy like Bear.


"Oh, we just came prepared," Mitch smile back.  Bear trucked the sack over to the area where all the food was to be kept during the meal.  The piquant aroma of fresh spices from the emergency care packages and meat singed to perfection tickled Mitch's senses ruthlessly.  It was clear that the night's meal was orchestrated as a feast for an undisclosed celebration.  Mitch's anticipation grew with his appetite.

"There you are boy," Pol slapped a calloused hand across Mitch's shoulder.  His ExoSkin stiffened slightly and deadened the blow.  "Have you been on the lookout for my little treasures?"


No, but Bear has…  He made double sure to keep that thought to him.  "No sign of 'em sir.  How many did you bring again?"


"A box.  And a steel one too!  Ah damn, must still be at the wreck.  But that's a heck of a trip I'm not wanting to take."  He put his hands on his hips, clearly upset from his loss.  "Go grab a seat, I'm about to share the bad news."

Bad news?  Geez.  They still think being stuck here is a blessing like the Eden where humankind is supposed to restart.  Blind or not, at least he's still putting the order through to get everyone out.  Mitch popped a squat in his usual place between Kalína and Isabella.


Large slabs of meat were served first, passed around the circle one by one.  It was a true test of patience, especially for those who were served first.  It was amazing what kind of appetite a long, hard day's work can build.  Not to mention the collaborating smells that came together in a delectable symphony.  Alone, they smelled wonderful.  But when everything that the feast included came together, the smell was indescribable.  

The light green leaves as big as your face were then sent around the circle.  They tended to taste very springy and ripe, with a hint of bitterness.  After being used as a plate for the slab of meat, the leaves usually followed up as a second course salad. 


Mitch finally got a hold of his whole meal and waited obediently for others to be served.  Pol was the last to receive his portion, but instead of eating, he stood up.  Mitch grumbled.  Even though he was excited to see everyone's reaction to the announcement, the delay of eating upset him.

"Ladies and gentlemen, before you all drown me out, I'd like to make an announcement.  I'll start by saying that everything is okay and will be handled to the required measure, so I would prefer little resistance to the decision being made."  With his hands up in a very calming motion, he checked the circle of teenagers to make sure all eyes were on him.  "Alright.  A few days ago, I received a message from one of my commanding officers stating that a section of one of the major Barrine megalopolises has been sanctioned for you all to live in.  You will be safe and kept in quiet hands."  Pol made another quick attention check.  He had all ears open to himself for the moment, and not a peep could be heard from the audience.  "Unfortunately, that means we will be leaving Edos in two days.  A transport ship is already on its way."

At this, the ball dropped.  A huge sigh of relief flushed the family of desperate kids.  High fives, hugs, hoots and cheers filled the air and spread like a virus to those who were more intent on their food than the message.  Pol looked at Mitch as if he was being faced with life's greatest enigma.  They're cheering?  He asked Mitch privately.


Looks like it. Were you anticipating dissent? 

I expected a riot!  It's gorgeous out here, God's country I say.  Thought they loved it.


Well maybe it's still too wild.


Nothing's too wild for a teenager, son.  Pol crossed his arms and took in the reaction he wasn't expecting.  "Alright, alright, quiet down.  That's all I have to say, so just be ready for a quick pickup in two days.  I'll give out another notification when the ship is close.  Bon appétit I guess," at his dismissal, Pol took a seat and the animals began their feast for a proper celebration. 


"Mitch!" the hungry young man felt a nudge from the right.  "You didn't tell me about this in the forest!  Did you know?" Isabella inquired.


"Well, yeah, but Pol wanted to make sure he was the one to tell everyone.  He wanted to make sure he was in control in case some kids rebelled and started a fight."


"Why would they rebel?  Who would be mad?"


"Pol just didn't know for sure," Mitch shrugged.


"Well that's silly.  It is pretty here, but we all want to leave as soon as possible.  That's why you all came right?  To save us?  Adam said that was why."  


I bet he did.  "Well at first we came to protect you, but it's not safe anymore.  So now that's why we're here.  To rescue everyone."


"But it wasn't safe in the first place," she saw straight through his circumlocution.  "Why is it dangerous now?  Are we being hunted again?" her glare was now sharp as she hard pressed him for a straight answer.  His immediate answer should be that yes, the Krine were coming to extinguish the human race forever and have threatened to stop at nothing until they do.  But Pol held back for some reason, so maybe he should too.

"Well, we can only scare off the Gashers for so long right?  And once we leave it won't be safe anymore.  So we just need to move everyone as soon as we can for good measure."


The momentary stress left her face and she returned to her cat-like stature.  "Okay," Mitch's answer must have been straight enough.  


"Good. Enough waiting, this looks delicious," Mitch groped his slab of meat in one hand, causing a stream of juice and spice to trickle down his forearm.  He instinctively licked it up.


"It's tastes better than it looks," Kalína commented with a mouthful.  Mitch tore off a chunk and savored it.  Not a single steak on Earth could have compared.

"Yo!" Mitch yelled out.  "Where's my man Jon?" 


"Yeh, over here!" Jon yelled back from Mitch's left side over the ruckus of smacking lips.


"Darn good steak, lad!"


"Appreciate it!" Jon gave a thumb up and resumed eating.  He received plenty pats on the back that night.


Even on a full and pleased stomach, Mitch couldn't fall asleep immediately.  His mind raced about what lay ahead.  He was excited about the move, but nervous too.  The humans would be moved to a secure section in a Barrine city where they would be kept quieter than secret.  The safety factor checked in all positive, but what does that mean for them?  Restricted living in a world no more familiar than Edos.  A big city would still have its dangers, and for fifty kids who have been living thousands of years in the past, would it be possible to adapt quick enough?  Mitch should have asked himself the same question before coming to Edos.  At the very least, their basics would be covered.  Food, water, shelter.  Enough to not have to worry about tomorrow and instead focus on building a new life.  And more humans eventually.

Then his thoughts shifted to what would become of him.  Krine scouts were sure to triple check Edos to make sure the job was completed.  Once they wound up empty handed, they would come after them for sure.  That could be in a week, or a year.  In any outcome, it was a fact that he would need more training.  Real training.  He was ready to do whatever was necessary to share the same pain he has felt.  Soon enough it will be back to basics, just him and the squad.  No more kids to worry about.  Just the war.  A splendid little war.  At last the final inklings of blizzard berry juice faded from his lips and his eyes snapped shut.  
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Crawling.  His every inch of his body was moving, creeping and alive.  Mitch woke up from hearing the Gasher yelp.  He was glad it wasn't a Gasher chewing on his scalp at the moment, even though he would prefer the solidity of knowing what was taking to his body.  Even his hair follicles were shifting to and fro and standing straight up.  Ants.  Could it be ants crawling into his skin?  Some kind of bizarre alien ant that can drill right into his body and find his soft insides as a late night snack?  Now the creeps were in his ears, his nose, under his nails, in his armpits.  Every crevice of his body was being explored.  Surely, he was being eaten.  

Perhaps it wasn't painful because he was still numb from sleep.  Or the ants have poisoned him with a sedating neurotoxin.  He didn't leave Edos soon enough.  This was the end, death by parasite in the shadow of night.  Hopefully everyone else would think he died in his sleep, with dignity.  No, there's no dignity in getting eaten by ants…


The crawling came in waves of intensity, shifting from one body part to the next with the exception of his head.  The scalp crawling remained constant and creepy.  Maybe he had a severe case of lice that spread to his whole body, wherever he had hair!  Mitch tried to ease his nerves and stop considering such an infestation.  Nonetheless the creatures spread over his body at a mechanical rate, spending a few minutes nibbling each body part and then moving on.  Still no pain, but the fear of the unknown visitors was overwhelming.  Mitch made a quick attempt at brushing the ants off of his ribs, where they struck his tickle spot, but it was hopeless.  They were sandwiched between his ExoSkin and real skin.  Lovely.  

"Quit it," Mitch whispered into the darkness.  The tingling and crawling ceased.  "Of course," he muttered.  "Even they have voice control."  Mitch found peace in the stillness and tried to fall back asleep, or just back out of his nightmare.  But now he was awake just enough to think again.  There was a certain peace about his hut, with all of the slow, methodical breathing around him that he hadn't experienced in a while.  There used to be eight billion of these bodies.  That's what I'm going to fight for.  Life lost.  But if that's revenge, it can't be my only purpose.  Revenge can give me strength, but my purpose is to protect.  That's good, isn't it?  These people, just as innocent as the billions lost, are miracles.  Life itself.  Please…  I need something.  Just don't let me die without doing something meaningful for these people.  That's all I'm asking for.  That’s all I’m praying for.

Mitch spoke to the silence.  It didn't speak back, but he still smiled.  Amen.

He was up the next morning with the rest of the hut at dawn.  After a quick check to make sure his skin wasn't entirely gnawed to the bone, his eyes were reassured.  He made his way to breakfast behind Adam and grabbed a handful of greens and a few morsels of meat leftover from the feast.  Breakfast was always leftovers, unless there were none.  Bad hunts meant bad meals for a while, which explains why they were so important to the boys.  The water sacks, still chilled from the morning air, were passed around as well.


"Any berries left?" Mitch asked Clayton quite groggily.


"Ay, good mornin' brochacho.  It's been a while!  I'm not sure, but I'll check the sack.  You brought in a ton last night so we probably should, hang on a sec."  Clayton held up a finger and ran around behind one of the huts where the sack was usually kept.  He returned empty handed.

"Well," Clayton began, "It appears we have some hungry kids in camp!"


"Dang, alright.  Where's Josh?  He's not attached to your hip right now.  Is he dead?" Mitch looked around.


"He's relieving himself," Clayton replied shrewdly.  "And don't ask why I'm not with him either.  He said he ate something bad last night, and I really don't want to be so close to him in a time like this."  Clayton shriveled his brow to express his disgust.


"Oh, well I don't blame you.  I'm going to try and find a meal," Mitch raised his eyebrows.


“Don't forget the Pepto," Clayton suggested and walked over to get his own helping of morsels.


 Mitch took his first bite of meat in with his thumb and forefinger, picking at the slab like a curious raccoon.  Even cool, the meal was delicious.  Mitch had never eaten steak for breakfast before.

The remainder of the day ran smoothly and laissez faire.  Chores were relatively in check, with the exception of preparations for long term living such as building structures and planting the fields.  Mitch stayed to help with carving bones and teeth into new tools and arrowheads until the hunting party was ready to leave.  Mitch brought his rifle and armor as insurance items.

Adam led the pack of bloodthirsty boys to the hills where they first met Roux.  The rolling knolls and high grasses provided excellent high ground to survey the entire field.  It was a bison high-traffic zone, and day Gashers tended to roam the plains often as well.  At a jog, the trip was a half hour long.  It was impossible to hold their bearings in the wavy grasses that sometimes extended above their heads, but Mitch's gyroscopic compass built into one of the pads on his forearm came in handy.  

As they neared a hot zone, Adam picked up on a faint whisper of a smell that came and went like a ghost.  Although it was quickly fleeting, the smell was distinctly metallic and grainy.  Blood.  His heightened sense of smell surprised him for a moment, but as the breeze picked up again, his original observations were confirmed.  They were downwind of something bleeding out.

"Hey, hold up," Adam said quietly as he held up a fist that was a universal sign for "hold up".


"What?" Mitch whispered.  At the moment, a wall of reeds all around surrounded the boys and the rustling killed any noises they made.  


"I smelled something, I think it was blood," Adam placed a finger on his nose and pointed upwind in the direction they were heading.  Mitch and the rest of the boys flared their nostrils like rabbits and focused on the air around them, but the air was stagnant in the wall of grasses.  


"I can't smell anything, where was it?" Bear asked, looking concerned.


"Just a few seconds ago, and the first time a few seconds before that.  I picked it up when the breeze caught me a little bit.”  
“I'll put you on my shoulders so you can catch the breeze above the grass,” said Mitch.

"Okay.  I'll take a quick peek too."  Bear handed his bow to Jon and climbed up Mitch's back until he was standing unsteadily on Mitch's shoulders.  He at first scanned the field in a circle and then focused his attention upwind, where Adam indicated the smell came from.  Initially, the breeze was still dead.  Bear shook his head and pressed his lips together.  "I don't know man, there's nothing in plain sight and I can't smell anything right-," just then, the breeze shifted and so did Bear's face.  "Oh, yup, there it is.  Okay that's-" his facial expression descended into a grimace and he made a motion to his throat.  "That's nasty.  Something is definitely dead," he made a sick cough and motioned to Mitch to bring him down.

"Yeah, I got it real strong that time," the boys around him agreed as the sanguine smell trickled into their grass chamber. 


"But you didn't see anything?" Adam asked.


"Nah, this stuff's too high.  It's definitely that way though," Bear pointed forwards.  
"Let's make it to the hills so we can get a bird's eye view on anything else here.  I'm getting the feeling that something else might be here," Adam shot a glance to Mitch.  "Lock and load boys.  Tank, that means you too.”  He was back in the spotlight.


Mitch fastened on his helmet and shut his visor to lead the boys through the opaque green wall that seemed not to end.  He made sure to keep his rifle in the assault mode as he pushed the stalks to the side barrel-first.  The scent gradually increased in strength as they pressed on, as did the incline.  The first of the major hills had been reached.


As they ascended to their vantage point, the smell switched positions.  It was behind them and to their left.  

"We passed it," Adam waved away from the hill.  “Now it’s over there.”  They continued the climb.


Mitch reached the top first and briefly cleared out the hilltop to make sure they weren't unwelcomed visitors.  The reeds were shorter on top, beaten down more heavily by the sweeping winds.  It did indeed provide an invaluable lookout point.


"Alright, we're clear up here guys.  Over-watch time.  Can anybody spot what was making the smell?" Mitch checked.  The boys scanned the field after setting up a 360-degree perimeter on the crown of the hilltop.  No carcass.  Mitch scanned around with the thermal setting on his scope.  There were no signatures around where he assumed the smell to be coming from.  The grasses were too thick to be revealing anyways, so whatever it was either was too small to be seen or flat on the ground.  Either way, it implied something big enough to make quick work out of a human.

"Is it Roux?" Adam asked Bear.


"No, she would not leave a carcass out like that.  It is too sloppy, plus she has two other mouths to feed.  I can call for her though."


"Do it."


Bear pulled out his wooden flute and briskly chirped a few notes.  After a minute of waiting, he repeated the call.  No Roux.  Bear shrugged.


Adam groaned, "Well this sucks.  I just wish we could see it.  It might just be a Gasher attack, but then where are they and why didn’t they come after us?"


"They're probably waiting to ambush us or something," the guy named Eric chimed in.

"They don't ambush though, remember when Roux got attacked?  They just charged her, barking and everything.  This is something else."


"Hey boss," a boy said urgently to get Adam's intention.  "I think I see something," Mitch and Adam responded to the alert and jumped over to him.  

"Where, bud?  What did you see?" Adam asked.  The boy raised a finger to the edge of the woods.


"Out there, I just saw it for a second but it was something.  Big and black, I thought it was Roux.  But she doesn't have a flat body does she?"


"No.  She doesn't.  You sure you saw it?  And it looked just like Roux?"


"I swear," the boy looked back out to the spot.  "Yo, there it is!" he exclaimed.  Out of the forest streaked a large object that might as well have been the size of a Honda Civic.  


"Adam, we're upwind," Mitch muttered to the rigid huntsman next to him.  The animal made a swift angle into the reeds and barreled towards them.


"Mitch I need you to get that thing on your scope to identify and hopefully pump some rounds into it.  It's coming right at us."


The black object drifted along the reeds and streamed through the grasses with such grace that the stalks hardly moved.  Mitch pulled up his rifle and switched it to long-range mode.  The heat setting was still on but didn’t reveal anything, so Mitch switched back to standard view.  At a first glance, the dark figure was very wide and looked nothing like Roux.  

"Definitely not Roux," Mitch said under the scope.


"What is it then?  Not a black bison is it?"


Mitch continued to examine the figure, but the heat ripples bouncing off of the grasses made it tough to see at a long distance and it was unsteady to support the gun while standing up.  Mitch focused the crosshair on the creature and tried to lock in, but the hit box didn't register.  "I don't know what it is, and I don’t want to find out face to face."  Mitch chambered a standard round.  "Shoot first, ask questions later."  He pulled the trigger and sent the round down into the field where it reached the figure in no time flat.  Instead of stopping in its tracks and falling dead, the spearheaded beast folded up into a streamline version of its former self and sped up.


"I hit it, but it changed shape and it's coming fas-," as the object continued to accelerate towards their position and closed within a few hundred yards, the truth was revealed to Mitch in his scope.  "It's a shadow!  Up, up!  Look up!  It's in the sky somewhere!"  Mitch pointed his rifle up to find the predator through his scope but instead found the sun.  He was blinded in his right eye for a few moments, but that's all the time it took to lose the upper hand.

"Shoot?  Shoot!"  Adam commanded to the bow and arrow clad boys.  "Where is it?!"  Mitch looked up at the last second with his good eye to see the huge hidden talons extend from the creature's bosom and impale one of the boys through the stomach.  Mitch jumped away to avoid being stickled himself, just missing by the skin of his teeth.  He managed to catch a glimpse of the creature's wings.  


They appeared to be made with normal feathers with a few clear, dragon fly type feathers dispersed throughout for structure.  The underside of the wing was a pale blue color.  The monster had stout legs like a vulture and those menacing, hidden talons that Roux owned as well.  However, this was no gliding panther. The boys had just met the king of the skies.


Eric and Adam were sprayed with blood as the poor soul was carried off.  He made a sick, gurgling yell that was distraught with pain.

Arrows were loosed, but the predator had already pulled back up into the sky with its limp prey still speared on a talon.  None of the tiny arrows met their mark except for one shot from Adam himself, which was merely shaken loose from the killer's feathers.  


Shouts for Mark ascended into the sky after him, but they would do him no good.  


"What is that!" Adam yelled at the top of his lungs.  "Mitch!  Shoot that bastard down!"  


The Tank gladly brought his rifle back up to the monstrous bird of prey and nearly looked through the scope again, but caught himself.  Shame on him to make the same mistake twice.  "Adam, I can't put my scope on it while it’s against the sun!"

"I don't care, just…  Just hip fire or whatever!  Kill that thing now!"


"I'll hit Mark!" Mitch argued firmly.  Adam wouldn't have it.


"Mark's dead either way."  Mitch looked Adam in the eye as if to ask are you sure?  Adam's faced grew grim.  "Just kill it."


Mitch focused back on the bird as it drifted above them, occasionally picking chunks of flesh off of Mark's body.  Mitch prayed he was already dead.  Finally, the bird broke away from being directly against the sun where Mitch could make a clear, well-aimed shot.  He lined up his hit box on the bird's chest and fired.

As if anticipating the shot, the bird dropped Mark and peeled upwards away from the shot to complete a back flip.  The bullet missed completely, and the monster swooped back to catch Mark's body by spearing it again, taunting the boys on the hill.  Out of rage that the bird had escaped him the first time, Mitch fired a second shot.  The bird made a second maneuver to avoid the shot, but Mitch fired a third shot that would counter the movement.  The third bullet was an explosive round, and Mitch quickly programmed it to explode in the proximity of the bird.  At the peak of its swoop to avoid the second shot, the explosive round exploded just above the bird's head.  It was stunned and let out a screech that chilled Mitch to the bone.  


He sent a fourth explosive round into the chest of the predator as it flopped through the air trying to hold onto Mark and stay in the air at the same time.  The round buried deep into the bird's chest and went off.

The boom was muted by the amount of flesh it displaced, but the impact was powerful.  A vile chandelier of feather, flesh, and ravaged ExoSkin fell to the grass below like a weeping willow.  Mark was no longer in existence, completely disintegrated by the blast.  The bird, unfortunately, was still in discernable pieces.  But pieces, in this case, were better than the whole.


The boys on the hill were stupefied.  By the loss of life, the quickness it had been taken, and the gory fireworks displayed.  Adam was the first to respond by whispering Mark's name into the lifeless air in front of him.  Dead.  Dead words and dead breath.  Adam then sprinted down the hill towards the tattered remains of the corpse.  Mitch followed, but not with hope of finding the young boy. 


His fears were confirmed when he saw the sheer lack of human parts.  The grass was a bloody mess, and none of it could be identified to poor Mark.  Adam kicked the head of the bird that was still connected to part of the neck.  A thin, transparent layer of skin that served little purpose but to be ugly covered the beak.  Inside the beak, rows of long, jagged teeth were stained pink and yellow from their recent pickings.  

"We should bring this back to show everyone else.  To warn them to keep their eyes on the sky from now on," Mitch offered.

"This shouldn't have happened," Adam fumed to himself.


"It was only a matter of time, Adam," Eric added, just then attending to the red spatter across his face.


"That's bull!  We shouldn't have been here in the first place!  This should NOT have happened!  An asteroid shouldn’t have hit us.  It was an awful idea to bring us here, and we should have been better equipped."  Adam began to pace.  "Mark shouldn't have died, not like this," Adam kicked the head three more times out of pure hatred.  "Not like this!"


"He's gone, there's nothing we can do about it.  It's not your fault," Bear moved over to console him.  "Mitch is right though, we need to bring this back and show everyone."  

A wing and the head were the most intact pieces that could be carried, and the boys alternated turns carrying each part.  Mitch was appointed to stay on lookout during the journey back, now that they were a walking chum bucket.  Mitch accidentally made eye contact with the bird's open glare.  They two eyes on the side of its head were glossy, but not in pain.  They gave him a look that said I beat you.  I killed your friend before you killed me, and it's your entire fault.  You LOST.  Mitch looked away, but the vision remained burned to the back of his eyelids.


At the village, gasps out of shock and awe welcomed the weary hunters as entered the gates.  The boys even received pats on the back for a successful hunt.  But soon, questions of Mark arose.  Then concern.  Then panic.

"Everyone," Adam got the teenagers' attention.  "While hunting today, we were not alone.  Us, the hunters, became the prey.  This thing attacked us," Adam jabbed an arrow into the neck of the bird.  "We don't know what it is, and we have never seen it before.  But they fly, and are extremely dangerous.  It killed Mark before we could defend ourselves."  Adam paused to allow the news to settle in.  A ghastly hush fell over the audience.  "And if it wasn't for Mitch, all of us would be dead by now.  So thank him and keep your eyes up.  These bundles of sticks won't keep monsters like this from hunting us down."  Adam finished and walked unsteadily over to the med-clinic to remove the stiffening coat of Mark's blood from his body.  
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Mitch barely made it to outside of the fence before he lost his stomach.  He was on his way to the creek to try and cleanse his own hands for they too were covered with Mark’s blood.  This blood, however, was not tangibly present.


Mitch knew the desperation of the battle called for quick, dramatic action to save the others.  He merely reacted.  If Mark wasn't sacrificed, and the bird along with him, who else could have been lost?  What if Adam sacrificed himself for the others?  The whole colony would be in shambles.  Mitch had to do what he did.  But whichever way he faced the problem, whether Adam told him to take the shot or not, Mitch still felt responsible for his life.  That kind of burden cannot be washed away with water.

Mitch's throat hurt from the heat, the yelling, and the dryness of the day.  The adrenaline rush of the life or death situation rendered him drained and thirsty, and he hadn't had the opportunity for a drink since that morning.  Seeing as all of his breakfast was on the ground by a tree, technically Mitch didn't have anything to show for eating or drinking the whole day.  It was mid afternoon, and the snowmelt creek was cool and restorative.  


Mitch washed his hands off to remove visible grime and dirt from crawling during the hunt, and then used them as a cup to scoop up some water for sipping.  He splashed his face a few times and ran moist fingers through his hair.  After a few swishes to rinse his mouth out, he drank his fill and returned to the village.


"Meet me at the fire pit now," Kalína suddenly sparked to life in his ear.  Mitch didn't feel like responding, but her message was loud and clear and she sounded worried.  

When he saw her, she was already coming his way.  Her hair billowed wildly in her wake with the help of the dry wind coming in from the north.  Mitch was expecting a slap on the face, a ‘what were you thinking?’ kind of reaction.  But instead, he received a generous embrace.  Kalína wrapped her arms around him and pressed her head firmly in the slot between her arm and his neck.  She breathed in heavily.


"You okay?" she asked his throat.


"Yeah.  Just a little shook up," Mitch stared blankly ahead as he returned her hug halfheartedly.  His hands crept up slowly from her waist to the middle of her back.


"What happened?" 


Mitch sighed.  The images were still too raw not to provide ample details.  "We climbed up the spotting hill on a hot bison trail.  Everything was kosher until Eric spotted something by the woods.  We thought it was Roux, but she didn’t answer to Bear's call.  I looked through my scope and it turned out to be a shadow.  Next thing we know, that monster bird was on top of us," Mitch felt his heart skip a beat.  "And it took Mark.  Speared him through the gut with those disgusting little arms that Roux has.  I saw it all.  Gosh, I saw it till the end.  Adam had me bring the thing down, and it took five shots.  It evaded two of them in the air like it knew they were coming.  I took two explosive rounds to bring it down.  And Mark.  I killed Mark too."

"Don’t say that.  Don’t even think that.  We couldn't have saved him after the first strike.  If that bird had the same talons as Roux, he didn’t have a chance.  Even if he still was alive for those last few moments, you ended his suffering.  And you saved the rest of the hunters.  Everyone is calling you a hero, Mitch," she rubbed his back slowly.


"I sure as hell don’t feel like one.  That thing outsmarted us…  Like it knew I was going to shoot at it.  And the carcass we smelled must have been a trap!  It beat us from the start.  Mark was my fault.  I can't…" Mitch's voice trailed off as tears threatened turbulence.  His throat strained painfully as he held back worthy sobs.

"It is not your fault.  We might have lost Mark but you saved so many more and brought back a warning.  These people shouldn't have been brought here in the first place.  Now I agree to that point. I need you to let go of this today because there are things that you have to understand are out of your control."  Kalína raised her head off his shoulder and looked him in the face, her right hand gripping the back of his neck.  "And we're going into battle soon.  Real missions."  


Mitch's self-pity made a quick exit and his serious attitude moved in to take its place.  "Yeah?" he asked after clearing his throat.


"I think it's inevitable to be honest.  The rebels and the GAN have been on edge for decades.  Just the tiniest misstep can push the balance one way or another, and judging by the way things have been going lately, it could happen at any minute.  That's why as soon as we get back were starting up training.  I need you to be strong and have a head for that so you can save my ass like you saved everyone else's today, okay?" she smiled.

"I’m your guy," he assured her.

"There, that's the Mitch I know."  She gave him an almost motherly look, like the old Kali used to give him after a bad game.    "You're alright kiddo," in a single maneuver, she slid both hands behind his head and tilted it in to her face to kiss him on the forehead.  Mitch didn’t resist it.  For the first time, he looked past what Kalína looked like and embraced the old Kali trapped inside.  It was she.  Now Mitch was sure.  
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A short memorial service was held during dinner that night, but no one knew Mark well enough to make a lengthy tribute.  Mark was a quiet kid, and those that worked with him said he never really recovered from the shock of the whole disaster.  Kacey sung a heartwarming hymn that emphasized the luck of having the chance to die because it implies that one had the opportunity to live beforehand.  It was touching, and accompanied with Bear's ethereal flute, moving.  The twins even made a speech about his final moments saying that he went quickly and valiantly.  But also, that he was extremely helpful and a proficient hunter.  Adam finished by saying how proud he was to have gotten to know Mark just a little bit and that it was a huge loss for the population.


Small chatter replaced singing that night, out of a general feeling of solemnity.  Isabella apparently went on the berry-collecting trip with her old partner before dinner, giving Mitch some time off.  Plus, he was occupied by a squad meeting called by Pol.  On the way there, Adam stopped Mitch to talk.

"I'll be short," Adam started.  He held out a fist and waited for Mitch's hand to extend.  Mitch felt a dense, glossy curve fall into his palm.  "I wanted you to have it.  Not to remember whom we lost, but everyone you saved and how you fought for our lives.  It might seem like a small battle for a soldier, but you really are a hero for the family.  So thank you, Mitch."


"What else could I have done?" 


"Don't fake modesty with me bro.  You became a protector with that bullet and gave one thing to these people that they can at least try to hold onto.  Hope."


"But Mark-"


"Is in a better place."  Adam squeezed Mitch's fist with his hands.  Take it, his eyes said.

"Thanks," said Mitch.  


"I'll catch you later."  Adam saluted and walked with his own trademarked swagger over to the fire with the waning sunlight giving him a hero's silhouette.  Mitch slid the grapple hook of a tooth into a sleeve on his thigh and wandered over to the assembly.

The six of them gathered in a hut away from the campfire.  Pol began with, "You alright, Mitch?"


"I'm fine," he responded crossly.  He was getting tired of people assuming he got hurt when he was of course the safest of all.


"Fine.  We will we have one more day here, and now that we know about these hybrids, I'll need everyone to stay on watch tonight."  Pol continued giving details, but Mitch stopped on the word hybrid.  Why did he have to call it a hybrid?  How would he know it was a hybrid?  "We will have plenty of time to get rest on the way back.  The shuttle will arrive in 22 hours and we can expect to take off no later than an hour afterwards,"


"Why'd you call it a hybrid?" Josh interrupted.

"Excuse me?"


"You called the bird a hybrid.  Why the title?"


Pol looked over Josh's right shoulder for a split second and returned to his eyes.  "I don't know, just to give it a name.  It wasn't your typical bird, so I called it a hybrid."


"You could have just called it something else, when you said hybrid it could have suggested-" Pol cut him off short.


"Josh, save it.  That's not important right now."


"Just saying," Josh rolled his eyes.


"Everyone got it?  One man per hut, don't fall asleep.  We leave tomorrow at dusk."  There were no objections, so he dismissed the group to finish any business before the kids headed to bed.

Mitch himself had not used the restroom the whole day, and he felt pressure developing in his lower abdomen.  He relieved himself in the woods behind the fence.  Darkness had fallen on the village and Mitch had to focus in on increasing his night vision to avoid any obstacles.  


Adam was rounding up the stragglers at the campfire and sending them to the huts.  Mitch watched him fulfill the role of a father and friend that he must have assumed from the first day on Edos.  Adam was the real hero, he decided.  It takes a superhuman to lead like he had.  Evelyn brought up the rear of the group and took Adam by the hand inside.  Mitch assigned himself to their lodgings.


He patted down a soft spot in the grass against the side of the hut and made himself at home, but not too comfortable.  Why tempt himself to fall asleep?  Adam suddenly popped his head out of the doorway.  

"You coming in man?" he asked.


"Nah we're supposed to be on guard tonight.  Just to keep everyone safe for one more night."


"And hopefully not stop after that, right?" Mitch could barely make out a wink.  At least Adam was up to joking with him now.  "Well, I guess I could keep you company for a bit if that's not against protocol."


"You sure?  You can sleep, seriously I'm alright." 


"Well, unless you don't want me to," Adam put his hands up acting defensive.


"No I do!  But, hmm.  I'd be honored if you stayed up with me," Mitch said regally.

"There we go," Adam crawled out of the hatch and made his own little spot next to Mitch.  "So what's your story Mitch?  Where were you from, what did you do, who were you before all this happened?"  These were the first of many deep questions the two young men dared to ask that night.  
As it turned out, the boys had much in common.  Adam Perry lived in Angelino Heights, a part of Los Angeles.  Their two schools were actually in the same school district, and often played each other in sports.  Adam was a lacrosse player, so the two of them never ran into each other.  "Small world," was Adam's comment.  They discussed old teenage problems, pleasures, professional sports teams, celebrities, mistakes made and goals to be reached.  Mitch learned a lot about the kid who stepped up.  The kid who had to turn into a man for the benefit and well being for other kids he didn't even know.  Adam provided a good two hours of entertainment for Mitch before he returned to his slumbering roommates.

Once he was gone, Mitch was left to ponder his own character and hold it as a comparison to the enigmatic persona of the legendary Adam Perry.  The thought haunted him that there were hundreds more Adams in the world that would be far better choices for the position he was in.  At one point during the night, Mitch was so concerned about the matter that he took his mind off of not falling asleep.  A quick buzz on the wrist and chastisement in the ear from both Clayton and Josh woke him up well enough.  

"Heartbeat sensor don't lie, dude," Clayton giggled ominously.


"Do you intend to give me a stroke from your infidelity?" Josh mocked in Pol's coarse tone.  To prevent another lapse was challenging while sitting down, Mitch walked circles around the hut.  Every hundred laps, he switched directions.  Of course, the only disturbance that night came from a few fleeting barks from a Gasher pack from time to time, but even they kept their distance.  


The largest reward came when Mitch witnessed the whole transformation from night to day, something he had never done before.  The magic of dew appearing from nothing, the rise and fall of the stars, and the majestic ascension of the sun over the crown of trees.  It was something to behold that reminded him how achingly beautiful nature can be.  And also of the teeming complexity interspersed with pure simplicity within every cavity of the world.  It was a true miracle, that sunrise.  A blessing that he was still there to see it.

"Morning, Tank."  Of course, Adam Perry would be the last to bed and the first to rise.


"Ay," the groggy-eyed defender of the night replied hoarsely.  "Sweet dreams?"


"Well, not nightmares.  So yes."


"Ch’yeah," Mitch looked out across the rustling village.  "Did I ever tell you," Mitch swallowed a spit.  Adam perked up.  "I had a nightmare the night we found out about the asteroid?  A vision almost, and I was there.  I watched it all happen, and I couldn't speak.  Couldn't breathe.  Like I was-"

"A ghost."  Adam finished the sentence.  His words wore the same dark suit as his face.  


"Yeah.  You know?"


"Happened to me too."


"How?"  


"Right after I was taken.  Or rescued if that’s politically correct."  Adam paused to let a few others head out to chores and breakfast.  He lowered his voice.  "It was when I was asleep.  I remember fainting while they were bringing me up into their ship, and then I had a single dream.  Just one.  I was home, floating around with my family, but they couldn’t see me.  I touched them, jumped on them, but I was nothing more than a whisper from the breeze.  Then it all ended."  Mitch nodded his head to show that they were not only on the same thought process, but that he knew exactly what Adam was talking about.  It was strikingly similar.  "Next thing I know, I'm in a sterile white room with an incision on the back of my freshly shaved head.  And it’s been a ride from there," Adam picked a stalk of grass and popped in the side of his mouth.

"Well, you just told me my own story in a nutshell.  Did you get one of these?"  Mitch pulled out his crystal necklace from under the ExoSkin.  Adam leaned in to examine it closely.


"Nah.  What is it?"  With an incorrigible hand he reached over and grasped the blade with his thumb and forefinger.


"My blood.  The DNA won't spoil because it's in the crystal."


"A bossed out dog tag?"


"Pretty much.  Maybe they'll be able to clone me one day," Mitch said with raised eyebrows.


"Maybe they already have."

"Huh.  That’s a thought!  But, this is me, and me is hungry."


"Word.  Last lunch on planet hell, I can make a toast to that."  Adam stood and reached down to pick up his brother.  Mitch grabbed his wrist securely and rose to match eye levels with Adam.  Even though he didn't want to admit it earlier, it was an unequalled relief to see them.  Behind human eyes there existed human emotions and beliefs.  Never before had he seen into someone with the same perspective as now.  
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Kalína called it a station wagon.  It was incredible that it arrived within the hour they were expected from such a long distance.  They didn't have dinner, because the bird had been plucked to the bone in a final feast.  Adam made a "we have nothing to lose and everything to gain" speech, which heightened spirits and brightened outlooks.  Even the weather was cooperating with soft breezes and perfect temperatures.  The stars made a premature appearance, decorating the sky with scores of twinkling gems.


The ship landed in the correct location, and there was no hideous wildlife to hide from.  All things considered, the extraction was running smoothly.  Then, the other ship appeared.  

"What's that?" Kalína asked Pol.  


"Identification, now," Pol spoke directly to the cockpit from the ground.  He stared the ship down until he received the answer that he expected to hear.  He turned to the mutts who had since gathered behind him.  "It's for us only.  I hope you enjoyed vacation because the war wheels are rolling.  We're to head back to the barracks immediately."

"Were not going with the others?" Mitch asked.


"No.  We have been requisitioned on top priority at the barracks.  No detours."


"They're in capable hands, Mitch," Kalína assured him.  "We've done our job with them."  Mitch understood.  These were orders, not options.  


"Let me say goodbye," Mitch requested.


"We get on that ship as soon as the doors open," commanded Pol.  Mitch sprinted over to Adam and Evelyn.  They were by the mouth of the ship that had just landed trying to round everyone into the holding area as they were instructed.  

"Mitch!  Come and grab a seat man, I know Pol wants to get going soon," Adam embraced his brother in arms.


"He does, but I just found out we're not going with you guys.  Did you see the other ship?"


"The other ship?  No."  He walked around the gate to get a view.  Mitch guessed that it would land in less than a minute.


"Listen, we aren't coming with you and I don’t know if I'll be able to keep in touch with you yet.  Kalína says you'll be safe, but there's no telling if or when I'll be able to see everyone again.  We got called up at the barracks, I think something big is happening on the battlefront."  Mitch stopped.  A wave of guilt hit him as he realized that he would be leaving them for good.  He checked behind him to see if his squad mates were looking.  They weren't.  He slid a hand down the side of his leg and removed his pistol from its Polk.  "Take it, Adam.  It's not hard to use.  There's two switches-"

"No, Mitch, it's yours.  If Kalína said we're in good hands, then we have to be.  I don’t need it."


"Take the gun."  He looked Adam in the eye and pushed the pistol into his chest.  


"Why?" Adam staunched the offer.


"Because you have to be able to defend the family, and fists don't get you very far nowadays.  And there's plenty more for me to commandeer."


"Okay."  He grabbed the gun and slid it into a water sack strapped to his back.  "You're going to fight, aren't you?"

"Yeah.  I think so."


"Are you ready for that?"


"We're going to train as soon as we get back.  They have so much advanced technology and gear, I'll be ready for anything."


"Is your heart ready, Mitch?  Are you ready for anything?"  


They memory of Mark blazed into his frontal lobe.  The last fragile moments of his life as they glinted through his scope, and then nothing.  Where did he go?  A lifetime of aspirations and memories reduced to a red and pink mist.  That was a minor splinter in the colossal arc of war.  One death.  He was being called to take countless more.  Was he ready?  Certainly not.  "I have to be.  To protect the family."

"Protect yourself, Mitch.  Don't think you haven't done enough already."


"I have to do this!   These jackals can't go unjustified.  Not for what they have done to us."


"I understand how you feel.  But if you go out there and do something a little too heroic, well, you're no good to us dead in a box.  You can't just think like a soldier anymore, because you're a human.  A very endangered and limited resource.  We don’t have the luxury of simply filling your spot with another person who is just another number.  You're monumental!  Our future is completely up for grabs.  But at least with you, we have some kind of tug.  I'll pray for you buddy, because if you get lost in the storm," Adam threw up his arms.  There was no more he needed to say.

"Aren't we lost already?  We won't have a home if we don't fight for it.  If I don't do what I'm being called to do, then we really are dead."


"Then understand that we die with you.  As long as we have a man with a gun, we have something.  That's all I'm trying to say."  The second ship had since landed and cooled down its thrusters, so Mitch had seconds left.

"That's why you're the man with the gun now."  Pol's whistle shrieked across the field, it was time to go.  "If I can get a hold of you, I will.  Goodbye Adam, I wish we could have met under more…  Casual circumstances."


"It's been a pleasure, Kroy."

 Mitch shook the hand of a boy who was forced to become the best man he had ever known.  He would have made another short speech about an oath to come back safely, but promises now were just words.  

"I'll see you when I see you."  Mitch turned against the humid breeze and trotted back to his ship.  He listened for a final witty remark from behind, a little extra banter to ease the mood, but it never came.  They walked in stride, each with a new prowess and resolve.  Silently they swore to each other that they would not give up on themselves or each other, because the time for that was long gone.  

  But by some twist, the polarity between sacrifice and desire was flipped.  Now the ultimate sacrifice was to stay alive.  To die would be the easy way out, an escape from the responsibility and pressure being placed on him by the family as a whole.  Even though Adam had a pistol, Mitch was still the shining hero, the savior.  The message was clear: he can't die. 

The metal cleats on his boots struck the ramp as he ascended into the ship.  The sound annoyed him so he changed them out with his flat, rubber soles.  Much better.  

It turned out to be a smaller station wagon than the one they came in on and much sleeker as well.  The rest of his squad was buckling in to their seats when he approached.  Two Barrine pilots were going through the pre-flight routine on a holographic table filled with dials and switches up front.  

"Ready, Kroy?"  Pol boomed over the crescendo of droning mechanisms and valve exhaust groans as the thrusters fired up.

"Yes sir.  How long is the flight?"


"It will feel like ten minutes," one of the pilots answered.  "That old bloat you flew in on last time was ancient.  This cruiser is a little more…  Modern."


"It has a wormhole excavator?" Kalína asked.


"Correct." The pilot responded unanimously.

"Just what the doctor ordered, eh?" Josh pushed at the general.  Pol scoffed.


Mitch strained his neck to catch a last glimpse of the wild landscape fading away behind him.  The gaping mouth of the ship rose like a drawbridge.  Slowly the green he found so beautiful was cancelled out by metal.  As it shut, he felt a small part of him fade away and disappear.  It was back to the unfamiliar landscape of cold, calculating synthetics.  Unfortunately there were no port windows to look out of on this trip, most likely to increase the integrity of the ship.  The light barely seeped from the cockpit controls back to Mitch's hands, but it was enough to give the tooth its grim, yellow sheen.  


All that he cared to bring along from Edos was the tooth.  Memories and nightmares existed as their own spectral baggage, but the only physical item he wanted was the crooked stiletto he held in his palm.  It was a nucleus for his grudge, like a practice that went smoothly.  The bird stole his friend, so he killed the bird.  The Krine killed his family, so he will kill the Krine.  That’s how the pattern of revenge will work, and nothing would stop him from finishing the trend.  The pre-liftoff routine took some time to get through, but Mitch hardly noticed the hiatus pass.  He spent most of the empty minutes fantasizing about what a Krine would look like and what kind of noises one would make before he put a bullet through its head.  His mind welcomed the shadows, and it was mildly satisfactory to know that he was now a full-time soldier with a singular job of killing.  

“So now what?” he asked Pol who was seated next to him.


“Tired of holiday already?” Pol scoffed.  “Now we become what we need to be.  Are you ready for payback?”


“Justice.  That’s all I want.”


“If that’s what you think you should call it.  Everything will move quickly when we land because this war will stop for no man.  Are you ready to prepare for the hardest task of your life?”


“I am.”


“Good.”


“Do we have a new mission Pol?” Kali asked from in front of them.


“We do indeed.  The other two squads are already on their way to Krinus, so we will be the third phase of the attack.  Our top priority will be revealed to us confidentially when we get back.”


“What’s the call sign?” Josh asked.


Silent Vice. Pol sent the message soundlessly through the link, implying that the topic was to be clandestine from that point on.  However, before he turned away from Mitch, he drew his thumb across his neck and donned an insidious smile.  
“Brace for liftoff,” one of the pilots spoke from the forward cabin.  Mitch’s body sank as the ship lifted.  He felt the blood drain from his head produce colorful sprinkles in his vision.  Then came the slam of the sonic boom, the jolt of the atmosphere, and the eerie nothingness.  He let his arms entertain themselves in front of him as they floated heedlessly. 
“Here’s the jump!” Kali whispered excitedly.  Mitch felt an arousing tingle in his organs that gave him a new sensation.  He hadn't experienced negative g's like this before, it was almost as if instead of just going up, like during a free fall, his body wanted to drift in every direction.  It was a most curious feeling.  Stretching, maybe.  Mitch gave little thought to the new sensation of traveling through the fabric of space after the first few unsettling moments.  

All he could think about was the notion of Silent Vice.  That was why he was alive.  It didn’t matter if the Drestique knew about the asteroid or not because Pol said they couldn’t have stopped it.  Mitch accepted that concept and embraced what will become of it.  He felt in the very marrow of his natural bones that this was what he was called to do, what he was born to do. What was more tantalizing was that he knew he could do it.  The GAN had unlimited resources for a motivated individual like him.  He would become physically and mentally unstoppable: the perfect soldier.  Yes, that is what he wanted and why he must have been he was chosen.  What was his old life now that he was this?  False solace in his dreams and fuel in his heart for an incendiary vendetta.  As far as his future was concerned, revenge has a funny way of laying its roots deep until it is called upon to blossom. Soon he would make evil atone for the eight billion perished lives.  Soon there would be bullets, steel and death.  His onus will come.  And when it does, the misery of retribution will fall on those who truly stole his life from him.
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