Chapter 1

The world turned upside down, and spiraled from there as he hit the ground rolling. Twisting and turning, the hard, gritty ground unyielding, insensitive to his bound form bouncing uncontrollably for at least ten feet, when the Fielder finally came to a harsh stop, face down in the sand. He could hear the laughter of his captors trailing off in the distance as they left him in the middle of this god-forsaken desert. A desert that had no name; or any that the Fielder was aware of, at any rate.

Lifting his head up, sand clung to his cheek, and the wind started to kick up plenty of it, slapping him in the face and blinding him further. The Fielder put his head down for a moment, just trying to get his awareness back. His head and body both rung from the blows that his captors had dealt him, and even though the Fielder prided himself on being tough naturally, able to take a punch or any form of interrogation, this time around, it had not been an easy session. He was still feeling the effects, and they hurt pretty badly.


The Fielder was dressed in his jumpsuit, torn at both knees from being dragged. Another hole could be located at the small of his back where they had ripped the fabric open to deliver electro-shock several times. The usually jet-black suit was covered in stains of blood, most of it the Fielder’s, sand, and other kinds of dirt. The Fielder’s usually fiery-red hair was even darker now, no thanks to the small amounts of blood that came from the minor wound on his head, where the butt-end of a blaster rifle had come crashing down on him. The Fielder forced himself to roll onto his back, and then into a sitting position, gingerly feeling the wound on his scalp.


The desert was wide, and golden. Dunes were carved out of the sand here and there, blocking up any vision of the distant horizon. The sun was hanging dead above in the sky, the hellish, pulsing waves of heat bringing their fire down. One of the captors had mentioned something about the temperature being “A ‘modest’ hundred ‘n twenty today, mates.”


If this was the case, the usual odds of a man alone surviving without food or water in this heat was perhaps one in fifty, give or take. The Fielder was not really a gambling man, but he knew the odds well enough; he had beaten them before, in other times, on other worlds of trouble and conflict. The Fielder himself was a credit to how man’s desire to adapt and improve his fellow being’s physical capabilities could actually catapult man himself into higher limits and abilities that normally could never be achieved. This was, of course, how the Fielder was born and bred; these kinds of situations where he was forced to adapt and survive against the odds were in his blood now, after years of constant training, proper education, and conditioning.


The wind had slowed down, and though the breeze was nice to feel, it soon halted as quickly as it had come. The Fielder stood up wearily now, testing his legs, cracking his stiffened neck. His face was bruised up, and a large mouse over his right eye made it difficult to see, but the Fielder didn’t panic. He took only a few moments to collect himself before doing an about-face, and noting the tracks that the treads of his captors’ vehicle had made in the sand. They proceed on, off in the distance, over a dune. 


The Fielder started jogging along the tracks, knowing that regardless of where these men had been heading, the Fielder would stop the moment he saw some form of shade that could be used as means of shelter. Afterwards, he would need to find water, and then food. No problem, not for this Fielder, anyway. This was just a bit of an unexpected campout for him.


Soon, he sped up his pace, now reaching a faster jog that could almost resemble the sprint for a normal human. Mile after mile in the heat this unrecognizable planet was still sand; at least, from what the Fielder could tell. For all he knew, this was only a continent or something, just like the continents that Earth utilized.  

The Fielder kept moving, but suddenly, he heard a droning noise similar to that of the engine of the vehicle his captors had been riding. It was unmistakable; loud, obnoxious, like ten gears grinding together, jammed and trying to move anyway. The sound remained in the distance, and did not get weaker, nor stronger as time passed. It remained the same level of volume.


They’re keeping tabs. The Fielder realized. How do they know if I’m moving or not, though? Some kind of tracking device?

 No doubts about that. But why were they tracking him in the first place? The Fielder couldn’t be sure, and he didn’t like it. There was something wrong about all of this, all of what had happened since he’d woken up on this planet twenty-four hours ago.

-

The heat had mixed with his grogginess as the Fielder had woken up in his ship, surrounded by dirty men in ragged gear, all carrying automatic blaster rifles. The ship was being searched, it had appeared, and for the moment, none of them had noticed that the Fielder had woken up. They kept searching the cockpit, walking back and through the ship. The Fielder could hear them talking amongst themselves, their footsteps carrying echoes throughout the whole ship. “This is a waste of time,” One man near the Fielder had complained, his blonde brow saturated with sweat as he loomed over the Fielder, studying the cockpit controls. “What are we supposed to be looking for, anyways, man? Boss never said.”

“Anything of value is yours, but the boss is looking for something else.” his partner stepped up into peripheral view, and the Fielder slipped his eyes shut, relaxing his body as they continued to grumble and scout around. “It’s something exotic, and supposedly sticks out in a ship like this.”


“Yeah?” The blonde man sat down in the Fielder’s chair, whistling as he looked through the glass of the cockpit. “This is a nice ship. Maybe we should take this back to HQ; we could repair it, and maybe use it for expansion or something-”


This thought had been met with laughter from the other man, who had a laugh like a dog’s bark. “Expansion? What are you talking about, man? What system nearby could we expand to?”

“The Metrollas, maybe.” Was the response the blonde one had given in an animated voice.


“We’re wanted in the Metrollas, remember? Any sight of us or our insignias and we’d be dodging shots and causing havoc in any metropolis in the system.”


“I’m just sayin’ man,” The blonde one sighed. “It’s not a bad idea to take advantage of opportunities like this. I mean, have you seen the rest of this baby? It’s a real good ship. It could be put to use for something.”


“Yeah,” the Fielder opened his eyes slowly, narrow slits. The other man was smoking now; the Fielder detested smoking, and it pissed him off that some idiot was smoking in his cockpit. Nonetheless, there was nothing the Fielder could do about it if he wanted to escape their attention and perhaps keep from being caught by what seemed to be a hostile force of mercenaries. 

Suddenly, the darker merc stumbled over the Fielder’s body and fell, sprawled out. He cursed, and stood up fast as the Fielder kept his eyes closed, his arm jerked over and draped on the ground now, feinting unconsciousness for just a little while longer. Eventually, these two would have to either report him or leave him; either way, the Fielder was in trouble and he knew it. This was not going to be an easy task, getting out of this mess.


“What the-” the merc sputtered. “What’s this? How long has he been here?”


“He’s been out cold the whole time I’ve been in here,” the blonde merc said lazily. “Probably a few hours. No big deal, just ignore him. He can’t do anything if he’s out, right?”


“We need to report this to the boss,” the other merc sighed heavily. “Archer’s gonna want to question this guy, at the very least. The Boss too, probably.”


There was silence for a moment as the blonde merc considered this. “It can wait,” he said. “I’m not feeling like having to explain myself to Archer yet. He’s gonna wanna know why I didn’t say anything earlier.”


“Does it even matter?” The other merc was back on his feet, it sounded like. “C’mon, let’s take this guy to him. The sooner we get it over with, the sooner we can get back to looting.” He seized the Fielder by the legs, and hoisted them in the air. The blonde merc rose out of the cockpit seat and gripped the Fielder’s arms, lifting him in the air. They proceeded carefully out of the cockpit space, but not before hitting the Fielder’s head on the doorway. The Fielder ignored the pain, refusing to abandon his frozen state. If they thought he was still unconscious, then things could work to his advantage here; they’d leave him unguarded maybe, and he could figure things out quicker that way.

It took a few minutes for the men to find wherever they were taking him, and then careless plotting on their part, they dropped the Fielder to the cold, metallic floor. He hit face first, and he slowly opened his eyes, and the first detail he caught was the floor, only centimeters from touching his eye. A few specks of dirt and that was all he could see. At least he could keep his eyes open for the moment.


There were more than two men in the room now. There were several other pairs of footsteps, but the Fielder knew one of them was going to be this ‘boss’ man that the two mercenaries had been speaking about. The boss’s voice came then, and the Fielder was surprised to hear a feminine pitch rather than the deep, guttural growl he’d been expecting. 


“Where did you find him?” She said with a ring of coldness in her voice.


“He was in the cockpit. The pilot, I’m guessing.” The voice of the blonde mercenary piped up, hesitant.


“That seems apparent. That would explain why there was only a three weapons in the lockers, and a small amount of C-rations in the inventory room.” Someone walked close to the Fielder. He could hear the sound of a boot landing softly on the ground beside his head, and he assumed immediately it was the Boss herself. She nudged him on the shoulder with a toe, and the Fielder’s eyes shut as he was spun onto his side, his left arm now forced to dangle off of his chest. 

“Interesting,” The Boss spoke again, obviously examining him. “He’s wearing the jumpsuit of an aerial branch of the UMSC. He’s either a soldier or a scout.”


“What’s the UMSC doing here?” Someone else in the room spoke up, curious.


“There’s nothing here on this dustball that’s worth colonizing,” another mercenary spoke his mind as well. “Or anything of worth for that matter.”


“Maybe his coming here was an accident,” The blonde mercenary’s partner in the cockpit spoke for the first time since entering the room. “The ship might’ve hit some debris and fallen out of the sky.”


“That sounds like the truth to me,” The Boss said. “In any case, his being here is an interesting bind for us. Archer, radio in and tell everyone to grab whatever’s salvageable and get off the ship. We’ll take the pilot with us.” Without another word, the Boss’s soft footfall headed off, and soon, the rest of the men split up. The blonde mercenary and his friend were once again left to the Fielder, it seemed, as that they were the only two who spoke then.


“So how did we get stuck with carrying duty?” The other merc wondered aloud.


“Quit complaining. It could be worse.” The blonde merc said. “I wonder if the Boss found what she was looking for.”


“Sounds like,” The other one said as he grabbed the Fielder by the shoulders. “But we’ll find out later, I’ll bet. C’mon, let’s get him off the ship. I don’t wanna have to deal with him anymore-”


The Fielder had waited long enough. He would have to make a quick exit if he wanted to avoid being a prisoner. He kicked the blonde mercenary straight in the face, knocking him over. The other mercenary cursed, trying to clamp down on the Fielder’s neck in a chokehold, but the Fielder blocked his attempts, and used a judo toss to throw the mercenary over the Fielder’s head, crashing head-first against the wall.


The Fielder jumped to his feet and spun around, trying to pick his options. Where did he go now? How many of these mercenaries were there? From what he’d heard, gathering how large his ship was, the Fielder figured that there were, at the very least, ten of them. This was not good, not good indeed. 


First, the Fielder crept quietly to the cargo hold, where his weapon lockers were located. He opened every one of them, and found them empty; the mercs had taken all of his weapons. Now the situation had now reached its worst case scenario. The Fielder went back to the cabin room, where the two mercenaries he’d knocked out where still lying about. He dragged them back to the cockpit, and went leaned out the window, seeing several vehicles outside of the ship, and several mercenaries, loafing about, all carrying guns. 


The odds had gone against the Fielder entirely now; no weapons at hand, a ten-to-one fight with men who were trained to shoot, and all of it happening on a planet that the Fielder wasn’t familiar with. Things were not looking good. 


A clicking noise came from behind the Fielder, and he froze. “Hands where I can see them, soldier.” The Boss’s voice reached his ears easily, and he reluctantly put his hands in the air. “Keep ‘em there, and turn around.” She concluded.


The Fielder turned slowly, and he finally got a good look at the ‘Boss’ of the mercenaries. She was shorter than he was by an inch or two, her hair tied back into a single bun to keep it from getting in her eyes during combat. Her eyes were dark marbles of blue, as icy as her words. She spoke like one who’d seen it all, despite her obvious youth. Here was a young woman even younger than the Fielder himself, which was surprising.


“If you want to live to make it to tomorrow, I suggest you listen to my next few words very, very carefully,” She said in a calm voice. “You will walk straight back into the cabin, and get on your knees. Now, move.”


He remained in step in front of her as she back up in to the cabin. He kept his hands raised, his eyes narrowed as he studied her. The battle armor she wore was new; a type he had never seen before, glistening brightly in the ship’s lighting. The gun she bore was an older, bulky Still-Tech piece that shot magnetically-launched strips of hot metal, which could lacerate through a great deal of different objects and materials. If the Fielder even tried to move, she could have cut him in half with a few rapid bursts. He would not get a chance to disarm her, in other words.

In the cabin room, the Fielder maintained his glare as he slowly sunk to his knees. Another mercenary waited in the cabin, a tall, bronze man with only one eye. His other socket lacked its precious ball, and it looked like a painful ordeal. But the man’s attitude suggested that he was able to handle the pain that had come with such a wound. “Archer,” The Boss called to the mercenary. “Secure this man, will you?”


Archer nodded once and went behind the Fielder, binding his wrists with a pair of restraints. “Faked his unconsciousness, I’m guessing.” Archer spoke aloud, his words intended for the Boss.


“Looks that way,” She replied, her eyes still on the Fielder. The Fielder kept his vision averted, away from both of them, his face as still as stone. “You’re pretty smart. That was an impressive feint.” The Fielder said nothing, ignored her as she spoke. He was now a prisoner; as such, he could recall all of the methods he’d been taught for enduring such an experience. He knew what was coming, and that was something he couldn’t control; whatever happened now was out of his hands. They’d find a statue easier to talk to than the Fielder.


“Where are you from? Are you from a colony? Or are you an Earthborn?” the Boss continued her line of questions, staring intently.


“Neither.” The Fielder replied. “Or maybe both.”


The Boss bit off what sounded like something between a laugh and a hiss. She frowned as she looked at Archer, who shrugged. “We can always question him later.” The man offered.


“Looks like we’ll have to. We’re wasting time here,” she looked back at the Fielder, who was still staring at the wall he’d chosen to hold his gaze to. “You’ll come around eventually,” She said. “But for now you can ask yourself whether it’s wise or not to keep to yourself when we’re being so kind. We don’t take kindly to visitors who happen to come around our territory in ships that are military-class. Especially when those visitors happen to be USMC.”


The Fielder shrugged with his shoulders then, his face non-committal. The Boss finally sighed in frustration. “Let’s go.” She said to Archer.


The Fielder was then dragged out of his ship, away from all the familiarities he’d known, and brought into a bright and golden desert in the throes of a summer meltdown. He lost consciousness after being placed in one of the vehicles, as that Archer or someone hit him then with a stun blast right in the back of the neck.
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